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The Havenworld Universe (So Far)
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	The Troubleshooter: Four Shots

	The Troubleshooter: New Haven Blues

	The Troubleshooter: The Most Dangerous Dame

	Havenworld: Tales of the Cataclysm and Beyond

	Silent Empire

	Vigil: Knight in Cyber Armor

	Nimrod Squad

	Syn City: Reality Bytes

	The Gunner Chronicles: Fire and Brimstone






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 the end of all things is just the beginning. Where opression can be fought against if one's will is strong enough. Where the landscape blurs from dystopian, cyberpunk, or weird western depending on where you land. Where the characters and storylines might change, but are connected nonetheless.





Welcome to
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What goes into the creation of a universe? This omnibus is the answer when it comes to my thought process. The Troubleshooter series introduced the concept of Havens, giving readers only glimpses of what might lie beyond Mick Trubble's dystopian landscape. Havenworld is the realization of what that is: a shattered America, divided into Territories governed by an alliance of Havens.

The concept of Havenworld is simple: multiple stories, multiple characters, one universe. Not an original notion by any means, as authors have done the same for decades, not to mention graphic novels and the more recent MCU films. So, readers are already familiar with what to expect. The fun part is the inevitable crossovers of characters from one series to the next. Wait, why isn't the Troubleshooter novels included, you ask? Not to worry—that series will be collected in its own omnibus. This Phase One collection consists of the Havenworld novels and novellas that take place outside of the Troubleshooter, although if you look closely, there are plenty of references and easter eggs in these stories that reference Mick and his notorious Haven.

All these exciting novels will further explore Havenworld and its residents. I hope you enjoy the journey. I aimed to write the books so that 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. So please enjoy this exclusive omnibus collection. 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 K
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Silent Empire:
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A lost haven Novel

Steel-clad giants whisper in their misery, groaning in barely audible murmurs.

Secrets they have, knowledge of rising hopes and broken dreams.

Ascend, they whisper; rise to the skyline and see

See the true face of the city.

~Immortal Musings
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Chapter 1
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They live only in my dreams.

The woman with autumn hair and laughing eyes, along with the child who shares her features. I see them night after night, always the same scene. The moment is captured in my mind like a hummingbird in hand, beautiful and ever so fragile.

It is breakfast time. The table and dinnerware are chipped and threadbare as their clothing, but somehow that doesn't matter. There is something precious there, something poverty cannot touch. It's the light in her eyes as she gently pats her son's cheek. It's in his answering smile. Streams of light effuse through the blinds as though the sun shines harder for them, illuminating the room in saffron shades like a photograph dusted in gold.

Yet the only thing I feel is fear...

WA

KE

UP

I open my eyes.

My awakening activates the wall screen as it does every morning. The Smiling Man flickers to life and cheerfully begins the morning monologue.

"Good morning, Citizen 4891. As you scrub your face and brush your teeth, take a moment and contemplate one of our most valuable principles: Silence is Golden. Just imagine what life would be like if every citizen were to suddenly converse without being directed? Imagine the complete chaos. Why, it would be impossible to—"

I finish washing and open my closet. For a moment, I take in the rows of identical charcoal gray work uniforms. Unbidden thoughts flicker across my mind; questions I know I have no right to ask. 

The same. Why are they always the same? Why does that bother me?

I dismiss the intrusive thoughts and go to the kitchen. Questions are dangerous. I am reminded of that daily. 

The screen follows me across the walls like a shadow. The Smiling Man continues his jolly delivery down the hall and into the kitchen. 

"Remember, should you be approached by a stranger, report the incident immediately to your SVR or the nearest Dogman. Strangers are dangerous and not tolerated by our proud association of hardworking citizens. Should you not report an incident, you will be considered a traitor and summarily punished under the harshest penalty allowable by law. Should you be caught reading or in possession of any banned propaganda such as—"

I listen while I eat until the morning report is finished. The work horn sounds exactly when my meal allotment time ends. I put on my jacket, walk out into the smog-choked outdoors, and join the others in the labor line.

The men appear to be the same person, row upon row of identical faces. Citizens aren't meant to be distinguishable. The Sovereign Empire reminds us that individuality is the highest arrogance, the spark of chaos that infected the world during unrest and violence. 

So although our skin tones and facial features are different, we share the same subservient gaze, posture, and gait that indicate our willingness to serve our Empire. Faces downcast, shoulders slumped, and slow, deliberate steps.

The line stalls ahead of me. The citizen directly in front raises a hand with his little finger extended to indicate a temporary delay ahead. I repeat the gesture, so it continues down the lines and eliminates any chance of misinformation or confusion.

"What do you think is happening?"

I glance behind me. The citizen who spoke in a hushed voice gazes at me with steely eyes. I have never seen him before. His face is unlined, without the dejected look I'm accustomed to. His blond hair is free of gray, an oddity for a working citizen. I assume he is a new recruit. That being the case, I share Standard Operating Directive #1. 

"When waiting upon a delay to clear, all citizens are to remain silent and wait patiently."

"And when oppressed, all citizens are to make their voices heard." The man's voice is carefully pitched, his mouth barely moves, and his eyes stay downcast. I am sure I am the only one who can hear him.

I take another look back. Something seems to be wrong with the man's mouth. It keeps curving upward. There is something familiar about that aberration...

"Aren't you interested in what's going on?" he asks.

I face forward. "It is none of our concern. Be silent before you draw attention to yourself."

The citizen in front raises his hand again, this time waving it forward once. I repeat the gesture as the line resumes. As we advance, I see what the disturbance is.

The Dogmen are assaulting someone. They too are identical; men in black suits with the heads of slavering dogs.

The sound of meat being pounded is clearly audible as the line silently passes. The citizens do not even stir. There is nothing new to see, nothing that doesn't occur every day.

For some reason, I cannot emulate their obliviousness. My eyes betray me, fixating on the scene as though photographing it for later evaluation. 

Several Dogmen strike repeatedly, raining blows on a defenseless citizen. Their bestial faces snarl as their all-too-intelligent eyes glimmer with delight in their brutality. 

Blood already streams from the man's nose and mouth as he rocks back and forth, moaning from the fury of their merciless fists. White placards with bold red lettering flutter around them like startled pigeons. I try to make out the words, but the cards fall too quickly; dying moths that flutter to the ground and are trampled by shuffling boots. 

As the Dogmen continue to batter the man senseless, an SVR in a black uniform stands a few paces away, declaring the crime.

"This 'citizen' has been found guilty of felony charges for possessing and distributing unlawful paraphernalia banned under topic 138 of the Behavior Code. Also, this 'citizen' is found guilty of treason for interaction with strangers; terrorists whose aim is to disrupt and spread chaos and seeds of dissent among our united brothers."

The accused finally drops, hitting the ground like a sack full of busted potatoes. The Dogmen growl as they unceremoniously drag him toward a waiting prison van.

One of them looks around and snarls. His voice is thick and inhuman.

"Why is this line disrupted? SVRs, get your units back into order now!"

I look behind. The lines are in chaos. Citizens wander confusedly, uncertain of where to go. SVRs frantically run among them, trying to restore order under the impatient eyes of the Dogmen, who snarl orders as they roughly seize wandering citizens.

"Quickly, now's our chance."

The new man takes me by the arm and leads me to the crime scene. I open my mouth to protest but stop as I realize the danger. If the Dogmen turn and see us...

"So this is what the fuss is about."

I look down. The placards are strewn across the ground. Every ounce of reasoning tells me to turn away and rejoin the line as quickly as possible.

Bizarrely enough, I ignore it.

My hand reaches down of its own accord. I lift the placard to my face. The message printed in large crimson letters is short and direct.

WA

KE

UP

"Ok, come on."

My senses return with a jolt. The rush of fear and adrenaline nearly cause my knees to buckle. My traitorous hand stuffs the card into the pocket of my coveralls as we quickly return to the line just as the SVRs and Dogmen regain a semblance of order.

The new man chuckles softly. "I guess I should have repeated the gesture to move."

I almost stumble. "You didn't—?"

"All it takes is the smallest disruption to create disorder in the machine. Remember that."

We fall silent as the Dogmen stalk by, staring savagely at the lines. My mind turns like the gears of the machines I maintain at work every day. If I heard correctly, this man has caused the chaos on purpose. Which makes it my responsibility to report the incident. The Dogmen are right there, almost in my face...

My mouth will not work along with my mind. I remain silent as the Dogmen pass. 

What is wrong with me?

"I'm not sure what happened here." The lead Dogman glares at the lines. "But it had better not happen again. Now move it!"

The lines advance, orderly and in unison once more. Other lines join us, moving like ants toward our destination.

The Industrial Center.

The buildings loom high above us, spewing smoke and ash that expel a constant layer of heavy smog over The City. The towers cast heavy shadows over the worker lines, smothering us with almost audible insistence.

Obey, the buildings seem to whisper. Obey, obey, obey...

The Manager intones over the loudspeakers, uttering the Workman's Maxim.

"It is a privilege to serve for the glory of the Sovereign Empire. Every citizen owes the Sovereign their allegiance, support, and most importantly, silence. All hail the glory of the Sovereign Empire."

As the Dog of War image displays on towering screens and the national anthem blares, every citizen places fist to heart in silent submission to the glory of the Sovereign.

Once the anthem ends, we immediately stride to our workstations. As I advance, I hear the voice of the man behind me.

"We'll be in touch, Franklin."

I stop cold. Something about that word tickles my consciousness. "Excuse me...?"

"It's your name." The man never breaks his stride. "We all have one. My name is Jack. Keep moving, Franklin. You'll be contacted soon."

Jack is quickly swallowed by the shifting crowd. I move as though in a dream. I know what is wrong with his mouth now. I remember.

It is a smile. Not a forged mockery like the Smiling Man, but a genuine one—full of warmth and actual emotion.

I cannot recall the last time I have seen that. 
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Chapter 2
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Streams of light effuse through the blinds as though the sun shines harder for them, illuminating the room in saffron shades like a photograph dusted in gold.

Yet the only thing I feel is fear.

For I know what happens next: the booming sound at the door that rattles the hinges, the look of animal fear in her eyes. Her hair swings as she protectively clutches her son, the child who now wears a mask of fear instead of a face.

The door splinters inward, and I see their twisted, inhuman faces. The suited figures snarl, delighting in her screams. She pulls her son away from the table, entangling the tablecloth. A mug of coffee slides across and falls to the floor.

The pottery shatters. Warm liquid pools across the tiles...

WA

KE

UP

When I open my eyes, I immediately know something is wrong. The Smiling Man is activated as normal, but his cheerful delivery is completely mute. His mouth moves, but the words are not audible. I panic, thinking my hearing has somehow been damaged.

"Amazing, isn't it?"

My heart climbs to my throat at the sound of the voice. Jack sits in the corner on my stool with the same hint of a smile on his lips.

"What ... what are you doing here? What did you do to the screen?"

His smile broadens. "I shut it up. Isn't it amazing? Listen. You can actually hear your thoughts."

I don't want to listen. I risk a peek outside my narrow window. No one is in sight. No black vans or dog-faced suits striding out to kick my door in.

"I don't know how you got in here, but you're putting me at risk. If the Dogmen find out..."

"The Dogmen." Jack's voice is scornful. "Intimidators, nothing more. If they have an original thought between the lot of them, I'd be surprised. I'll let you in on a little secret about the Dogmen." He leans in, dropping his voice to a whisper. "They don't exist."

"What...?"

"Not the way you think. It's an illusion." Jack gestures with a magician's flourish. "Like this city. Tell me, Franklin, do you know the day and year right now?"

I frown at the question. Something flickers across my mind like phantom lightning, but the thought quickly fizzles out.

He tilts his head curiously. "When was the last time anyone mentioned the date, Franklin?"

"Don't call me that." The Smiling Man continues his silent delivery, oblivious to the traitorous discussion. I take another look at the empty streets. 

Jack seems to read my thoughts. "Don't worry about the screen. It can't see us. Costs too much to manage that kind of surveillance. Illusion, I tell you. You've been tangled in a web of lies, Franklin. But now it's time to wake up."

Wake Up. The words pop up in my mind in bold letters, just like on the placard. It can't be a coincidence. I shrink away from Jack. "You're ... you're one of them." I remove the placard from my jacket on the bed and hurl it at him. "One of those ... terrorists."

He watches amusedly as the card flutters to the floor. "If that's so, then you had better turn me in. You know what to do." 

I glance at the red button on the wall. All it will take is a simple depression, and I'll be linked directly to the authorities. It can all be over, and my life can return to normalcy.

Moments tick by. Each second is an eternity.

Jack's smile illuminates his face. "Can't do it, can you? Do you know why?"

"I don't...want to get caught up. I don't want any trouble."

He leans forward as his tone becomes serious. "You want a way out, Franklin. You've been fighting it. The control they exert. With their propaganda, the hypnotic suggestion in the morning delivery, even the sedatives in the food they force into you. They can do all of that, Franklin. But they can't have your mind. Not if you refuse to allow it."

He tilts his head again as if listening to something. "Get dressed, Franklin. They're coming for you."

"Who? Who's coming for me?" I dress automatically, even as my heart tries to escape my chest.

"Listen. They will tickle your ears with feathers and feed you honeyed lies, but when you look into their eyes, you'll know the truth. Fight them, Franklin. Not with your fists but with your mind. You can't let them have you." He stands up and approaches the hallway. "You're too important."

He dashes forward. I hear his feet on the steps and the sound of the door opening and closing. I follow as quickly as I can.

No one is visible by the time I open the door. Identical buildings sit side by side as far as the eye can see. No one walks the streets, no vehicles roll by. 

Of course not. It isn't time yet.

I close the door.

Mad, I'm going mad...

The sound of tires abusing asphalt streets becomes distinctly audible. I know the sound like I know the sound of my voice. 

They're coming for you.

I want to run, to escape. The need pulls at me, fuels my veins with fire, with the singular desire to flee. But I've seen what happens to runners. There is no haven, no place to go for escape. There is only the dread of anticipation, the cold sweat that trickles down my face.

I do nothing but wait as the wheels squeal to a halt outside my building. The heavy tread of large bodies draws nearer. 

I can't take it. Not the ominous thump that rattles the hinges. Not the door crashing inward from the weight of their kicks. Not her screams ringing in my ears...

My hand moves of its own accord once again. It turns the handle and opens the door before they reach it. The Dogmen hesitate for just a second. Up close, they are so large...

The moment passes. Something in my midsection explodes when the lead Dogman punches me in the stomach. His rumbling growl vibrates in my ear, and his rank breath paints my face with its stench.

His other gloved hand seizes me by my throat and easily lifts me from the floor. My feet dangle as I gurgle helplessly. His fingers are steel pinchers, cutting off my oxygen with humiliating ease.

"Easy, Butcher. We don't want any permanent damage."

The voice is feminine, so human that I crane my neck to look despite my precarious situation. My view is disturbed when Butcher releases his grip and hurls me across the floor. The drywall finally stops my flight with a crunch like breaking bones.

The Dogmen enter, all slaver and snarls. I have nothing in the way of possessions, but they break what they can anyway as they pass. I try to recapture my ability to breathe as the room distorts with my vision. 

When I can finally see, the view is of a pair of gleaming onyx heels that stab the floor like daggers. A black velvet skirt swallows the well-toned calves. The ebony coat is military cut, but it's the face that fixates my attention. It is pale as cream, hard as steel, and cold as a winter storm. The raven hair which frames it is closely cropped as if to deny her femininity. An officer's hat perches on top with the Dog of War emblazoned in silver.

"Can you get up? Or do I need Butcher to assist you?" Her voice is clipped and businesslike. It is the voice of someone used to giving orders. I don't have to possess all my senses to recognize the threat behind the words. Her hand rests on the handle of a holstered pistol. The very fact that she is armed would mark her as an officer even without the uniform.

I manage to pick myself off the floor.

"That's better. Now state your name."

"Franklin. Franklin Gamble."

I immediately wince at the transgression. I wish I could blame it on the dizziness, but I'm really not sure why my mouth would behave so disloyally. Butcher takes a threatening step toward me, but the woman stops him with a sharp gesture.

"Franklin Gamble, is it?" She takes a look at a sheet of paper in her gloved hand and regretfully shakes her head. "You disappoint me, CZN 4891. That is your registered label, is it not?"

Of course it is. 

But for some obscene reason, my mouth continues to refuse compliance by offering the required response. My throat constricts, smothering the words to death in the humid prison of my throat.

The other Dogmen trample the stairs to splinters as they descend, rescuing me from my mute display. One of them carries my death sentence in hand. His growl has a distinctly satisfied tone.

"The fool had this in plain sight."

The crimson letters practically scream my treason. The woman in black barely glances at the placard before returning her attention to me. Her eyes are pools of ink that betray no emotion.

"We're too late, then. Take him."

Something strikes the back of my head, and I sink into the darkness of her unblinking gaze.
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The door splinters inward, and I see their twisted, inhuman faces. The suited figures snarl, delighting in her screams. She pulls her son away from the table, entangling the tablecloth. A mug of coffee slides across and falls to the floor.

The pottery shatters. Warm liquid pools across the tiles. I see my reflection upon its surface: the fear on my face, my mouth open in a scream of pain and rage and hate. I stretch out my hand, but cannot touch them, cannot come to their aid. The Dogmen that have me pinned to the ground are too heavy; their blows rain upon my head with relentless insistence for my submission.

I feel no pain, only terror as she and the child are pulled away from me, lost in a sea of flailing limbs and snarling faces. Our screams mingle in chorus when they are snatched through the door while I lie helpless, my face shoved against floorboards slick with my own blood...

WA

KE

UP

"Easy, now. Easy. You've been through quite an ordeal."

The voice is disturbingly familiar. My eyes open to blindness. Nothing exists except glaring light.

"They scanned you. Checked your brain for implants. They're afraid you've been tampered with. Inserted with mental suggestions." He chuckles. "The oppressor always accuses the other party of the tactics they're guilty of."

Jack pulls the lens light back, allowing my vision to adjust. He is dressed in medical scrubs with a surgical mask over his face. But his eyes smile all the same as he continues to disorient me with his words.

"They refuse to acknowledge we are as technologically savvy as they are. That arrogance is what allows us to infiltrate their system right under their nose."

I sit up shakily, trying to take in my surroundings. Jack removes his mask and takes a seat directly across from me in the claustrophobic cabin. He appears as calm and bemused as ever as he regards me quietly.

Laser lights zip by outside the darkened narrow window. Glimmering bullets streak across long metallic rails at speeds so fast that the only thing visible is the glimmering blur. I am traveling, it seems, although the movement is so smooth that I can't feel the momentum. Which could only mean...

"We are on a train, Franklin. Do you remember cars? When individuals could go where they wished without being monitored? Those days are long past, of course. With the transit system, you can only go where you are directed."

His gesture takes in the entire cabin. "This is an exception, of course. One of the Sovereign's private transports. You are in the heart of enemy territory."

I blink slowly. "Enemy? Why ... why are you here? What do you want from me?"

"The better question is: what do you want from yourself?" He looks at me patiently.

I frown as the thought slowly stumbles across my mind. "I'm not sure what you mean."

His eyes pierce, seeing past my lies. "What do you see when the lights are out, and all you have are your thoughts to keep you company?"

The woman with autumn hair and laughing eyes along with the child who shares her features...

I immediately turn away to dismiss the intruding vision. "I think of nothing. You should leave. It is better to be silent. We need only know what we need to know."

"The mantra of the Sovereign? You know better than that, Franklin." Jack leans back, observing my reaction with somber eyes. "I understand you're disoriented right now. We have little time. Ask your questions, and I'll try to give you answers."

I hesitate. Answers. I am both tempted and afraid to find out what they are. 

"Why is this happening to me?"

Jack rubs his hands together. "Because you have awakened, Franklin. You have to understand that you are part of a workforce that operates in the most vulnerable part of the Sovereign Empire. In order to protect themselves, the workers are placed in a near-catatonic state. They are referred to as drones. Their lives consist of unquestioning subservience to the Sovereign. Every day they rise to perform their tasks without a thought for why, without a thought for themselves. They rise when commanded, eat when commanded, sleep when commanded. You know this, of course, because you are one of them." 

A smile shadows his lips. "Or were, I should say."

"So why am I different?"

He leans forward. "Because you choose to fight them, Franklin. Despite the hypnosis hidden in the sound waves from the box, the indoctrination of their propaganda, the sedatives mixed into your meals, you fight them. Your refusal to submit comes from the deepest recesses of your subconscious, which is why you struggle with suppressed memories that bubble to the surface of your mind. That is why you question your role in the Sovereign's machinations. And that is why they have come for you." 

"I don't understand. I'm just one person."

"One person who defies a program which allows no defiance," Jack says. "You are not the first. We have been trying to contact any who begin to show signs of awakening. We are not always successful. The enlightened used to be killed on the spot. But more and more are experiencing the flickers of reality. The machines of indoctrination are weakening, and the Sovereign is uneasy. Now they have to alter their way of doing things."

"What will they do with me?"

"They will grant you SVR privileges now."

I blink. "Supervisor? Why would they do that?"

"That's their new method of suppression. Reward works better than execution. A corpse can do nothing except fertilize. A happy slave is better than a dead one any day."

"Who are you? What is the Wake Up movement about?"

"Freedom." 

The word hangs in the air, daring me to deny the power of its presence.

"But what does that—?"

"Hold that thought." Jack looks back as though his eyes can penetrate the walls and see what I cannot. "Our time is up." He rises quickly, his hand on the door handle.

"But..."

"I'll be in touch soon. Meanwhile, try to keep your head above water. Whatever they ask, you must do for now. And beware of Ursula. She is a woman of many wiles and will use any and all to usurp your mind."

His words hang in the air even as the man vanishes out the door. The door opens again mere seconds later, and she enters, cool as morning frost and twice as lovely.

Ursula.

The room seems even more constricting with her in it. She takes the seat recently vacated by Jack. I wonder how they managed to miss each other in that short time. Could they be engineering Jack's involvement in an attempt to entrap me? Are they in league together?

My thoughts are distracted when she crosses one leg over the other. The dress seems shorter somehow, exposing a generous expanse of flawless, creamy skin.

Something awakens in me—a primal instinct, a rush of blood that raises my temperature, frightening in its familiarity...

Her voice refocuses my attention. "I am Madam Lieutenant Ursula Von Bauer. And you are Citizen Franklin Gamble, yes? You've been consorting with the enemy, Franklin." Her brusque words slice like daggers, her raven-colored eyes peer at me like their next meal.

I wet my lips nervously. "I'm...not sure what—"

"Don't bother denying it." She flips the placard over like a gambler would a winning hand. "This alone will convict you should we wish to press the issue."

I feel as if I'm standing in the middle of a steel trap about to snap shut. "You're saying you're not—?"

Her lips curve ever so slightly, softening her face a degree or two. "The Sovereign is not without compassion, Franklin. We understand your actions have been ... manipulated by the Coalition's mechanisms, the traitors behind this so-called Wake Up movement. In fact, you provide us with a unique opportunity."

I exhale a gust of breath I didn't realize I was holding. "To do what?"

"To serve the Sovereign Empire, of course. That is still your desire, is it not?" One of her eyebrows arches questioningly.

"With all of my heart, Madam Lieutenant."

"I am glad to hear that." She steeples her fingers together and looks at me like a tool she may or may not have a use for. "Obviously, your mental state has been altered by your recent experiences. You will have to give up your previous role of service. Will that be a problem for you?"

"I am ready to serve in whatever station the Sovereign requests of me, Madam Lieutenant."

"Very good." She pressed a button on the arm of her seat, and the window fizzles into a screen displaying scenes of the city. Men in lines move on their prearranged routes to their workstations, Dog of War banners fly high atop buildings, and floating zeppelins hover over the structures like watchful guardians. 

"You have proven to possess a mind destined for great things, Franklin. Though your voluntary station has been served uncomplainingly, it's obvious you have outgrown that rank. It is time you move on to the next step."

She looks at me with eyes that gleam like wet ink. "It has been decided you will serve as an SVR, starting tomorrow. You will oversee the district where you formerly served as a drone. Your first assignment will be to weed out the infiltration by the Coalition and report every infraction to us immediately. Do you understand your orders, Franklin?"

It is hard for me to find my voice, but somehow I manage a dry rasp. "I do, Madam Lieutenant."

"Then we are pleased. This is a mission of utmost importance. You will receive more instruction in the morning about the details of your task. I know you will not fail us."

I manage to look into her obsidian eyes without flinching. "I live to serve the Sovereign and obey in silence."

"If you can lead us to these traitors, the Sovereign will be indebted to you. You will gain a reward only a few have risen to earn."

She presses a button on the armchair, and the screen fizzles again, morphing into a frozen still that makes my heart pound so forcefully that I'm afraid she will hear the sound. The two figures in the still are instantly recognizable. I see them every night in my dreams.

"You can earn an honorable discharge. You will be retired, Franklin. And you will be able to join with your family once more."

It is hard to divide my focus, but somehow I am aware of the smiling features of my wife and son along with the shadows that play across Ursula's face, almost dark enough to hide the gleam in her eyes.
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Chapter 4
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I feel no pain, only terror as my wife and son are pulled away from me, lost in a sea of flailing limbs and snarling faces. Our screams mingle in chorus as they are snatched through the door while I lie helpless, my face shoved against floorboards slick with my own blood.

Something snaps inside of me. I become weightless as I rise with a wild roar, hurling the Dogmen away like small children. I have to reach the door, to follow my wife and son before they are gone forever. I stagger forward as the Dogmen snarl behind me, pulling out their batons. The door leans drunkenly on its broken hinges, exposing the smoggy view of the outdoors. My wife calls out my name. The fear in her voice swells in my head until I feel I will go mad from the agony. I stumble forward...

WA

KE

UP

The buzz of the morning alarm relieves me of the terror of sleep. I sit up, feeling wildly disoriented. I remember then that I am not in my regular quarters. My new room is larger, the walls brighter when they awaken with my movements. The bed is softer, the décor actually present, although so prosaic it's hardly worth noticing. As I get out of the bed, the screens flicker to life.

I stand at attention as the anthem blares over the room speakers while the Dog of War displays on the screens. The Smiling Man replaces the insignia once the anthem ends.

"Good morning, Supervisor Gamble. Congratulations on your promotion to SVR. Today you will begin your training to become proficient in your newly appointed duties. The first order of the day is the uniform of your station. Please take the next five minutes to dress in your new apparel. Should you need assistance, press the green button for aid."

The black uniform silently slides toward me on a revolving rack like a gloomy phantom, seeming to absorb the light with the intensity of its simplistic design. It is an outfit created to intimidate and strike a sense of dread in the most subservient citizens.

I dress quickly and prepare myself for my training. The Smiling Man cheerfully supplies narration.

"An obedient citizen has no excuse for tardiness. If a citizen is late for any reason, he is to immediately be reported..."

"—you should never wait for patterns of disobedience to display themselves. Report the citizen to the Dogmen at the first sign of insubordination..."

"—conversation is the ally of terrorists who infiltrate in the guise of citizens. Should you see anyone engaged in an extensive discussion of any sort, report it immediately..."

"—the role of the SVR is that of a shadow. You follow, observe, and report..."

"—silence is more than just a lack of useless discourse. It is the sound of obedience..."

"—any strange or suspicious behavior is to be reported immediately..."

"—never engage a citizen unless the Dogmen cannot comply or are otherwise occupied. In such cases, the SVR may be called upon to use lethal force."

I am in the process of learning the quickest way to throttle a threatening suspect when my doors open, admitting a hulking Dogman. Though they are nearly impossible to tell apart, I recognize this particular one. It is Butcher, the same one who led in my arrest.

"At attention, SVR." I hear mockery behind his snarl. He has not forgotten my recent identification as a criminal.

I stand up straight as Ursula enters, shadowed by a pair of additional Dogmen. Her onyx eyes lock onto mine as she addresses her bestial bodyguards.

"You may leave us."

The Dogmen don't like the order, but they have no choice but to comply. Butcher shoulders me roughly as he passes. 

"You might fool them for now, but not me. I can smell a traitor from a mile away. They all have the same cowardly scent." He growls warningly as he leaves.

Ursula's lips quirk as the Dogmen exit. "My bodyguard is quite protective, as you can see."

"Yes, Madam Lieutenant."

She circles me, prickling my skin with the intensity of her study. I try not to clench my shoulders from the sensation. I catch the scent of cloves and cinnamon that clings to her skin. I am sure she didn't smell that way earlier.

She is without her officer hat and coat. Her ivory uniform shirt appears soft and clings to her body in a manner that makes me recognize her womanhood. I try to keep my eyes forward as she finishes her inspection.

She regards me through her sooty lashes. "You look natural in that uniform."

"Thank you, Madame Lieutenant."

She taps a gloved finger on her lips. "You don't realize your importance in all of this yet, do you?"

"I am not important. I am merely a tool to be used by the Sovereign as is seen fit."

She nods approvingly. "Indeed. You repeat what you have been taught quite well. But I wonder if your heart is as devoted as your tongue."

The question catches me off guard. "My...heart?"

"Obedience is a practice," Ursula says. "Devotion is a personal choice. You were found with the paraphernalia of the enemy. That would indicate your heart is not aligned with what your mind knows to be true."

I glance at her from the corner of my eyes. Her expression may as well be carved from ice.

"Do you know why you were working as a drone, Franklin?"

I offer an automatic response. "To perform my duty as a productive citizen—"

Her words slice through my reply. "You were committed to that station as a criminal, Franklin. You spoke out against the Sovereign and were caught in the act of assembly without permission. You were there at the start of this so-called Wake Up movement. As with all that were found guilty of treasonous crimes, your sentence was to serve. We took your mind and expected you would die in your service. But you did not accept your position."

I can only look at her while my pores bleed sweat under my uniform.

She resumes circling me like a bird of prey. "Now you're wondering why we promoted you. It's simple, really. Strong minds are too valuable to waste. You earned your exoneration by breaking the shackles of your mental imprisonment. As a reward, you have earned a certain degree of leniency. Should you do well in your new position, then more privileges will be granted."

Her scent envelops me as she steps closer. "I was once in your shoes, Franklin."

Something must have shown on my face, because she laughs softly.

"Don't look so surprised. I once was as misled and rebellious as you were. But the benefit of a free mind is the ability to learn that order is a better option than chaos."

I try to read Ursula's eyes, but it is impossible to tell if she is speaking from indoctrinated programming or her own free will.

She smiles slightly as if aware of my scrutiny. "Do you know what things were like before the Sovereign Empire? Religion, philosophy, politics—futility designed for man's failure and destruction. A Babylon of empty heads spoke in conflicting tongues, spreading lies and deceit to the masses until violence and war were the only answers.

"But the unification of the Sovereign changed all of that. It ignited the Last War and used its triumph to establish a regime of silence and obedience. No longer are we troubled by bickering opinions and exchanges of philosophical nonsense. The machines of industry enriched our society, allowing leisure and comfort to all those deemed worthy. Those who rebel are condemned to service."

Her dark eyes smolder. "But there are always those who choose the closed fist over the open hand. Those who sabotage and try to disrupt the system with terrorist ideas and actions. They are the rust that wears at the core of our society, seeking to stop the cogs from turning in the machine. They are the smallest minority, yet they slip into our infrastructure and wreak havoc with brutal cunning before they meld into the populace like rats to their hiding places.

"And they have marked you as their own, Franklin."

Her words hang over me, threatening as storm clouds. I clench my fists to keep my hands from trembling.

"I'm...still not sure what you want of me. If you suspect I'm affiliated with these...terrorists, then—"

"Then why elevate you to a position where you can possibly do more damage? A fair question, SVR Gamble." She reaches up to adjust my collar, full lips so close to mine that I imagine how kissing her would feel. My face heats at the thought.

"Because we believe you wish to do the right thing." Her hand brushes my neck. The only thing between her skin and mine is the thin leather of her glove. Her voice lowers, soft and husky in my ears.

"You have the opportunity to do something we haven't been able to accomplish before. Infiltrate their ranks. Identify their leaders. Lead the way in dismantling a deadly and infectious element that tears down the unity we've worked so hard to achieve. And when you do, you will be rewarded as promised."

The thought of my wife and son bring my thoughts back to reality. She seems to sense it and steps back with a final caress of my shoulder. 

Her voice returns to its businesslike tone. "In order to accomplish this task, we will have to accelerate your training. We've brought in an expert in the detection of spies and rebels. He will train you to develop those same skills. He will be in charge of your mission and all that it entails."

She raises her wrist to her lips and speaks into the watch contraption. "Admit Agent Killings."

The doors open, and a man marches into the room. I almost don't recognize him with his severe uniform and haughty stare. It takes all my self-control to keep from staring in shock.

The man standing in front of me is Jack.
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"And here is our newest recruit." His uniform is crisp, his shoes shiny enough for me to see my dazed reflection. He offers a black-gloved hand. I shake it automatically, praying my terror doesn't seep from my pores. 

"Let's get straight to business. I want you to describe the person or persons who contacted you when your line became chaotic the other day."

I stare at him uncomprehendingly.

His lips twist scornfully. "You were contacted by someone, yes? Unfortunately, our cameras in the area were compromised. You will have to aid us in a description we can pass along to our watchdogs."

"He was...around your height, sir."

"Ah, of medium height." He taps notes on a tablet. "Continue."

"Medium build. Blond hair and gray eyes."

"Any distinguishing features? Scars, protruding ears, elongated nose...anything unusual?"

"No, sir. He was...commonplace. Average."

He gives me a wry glance. "Well, that could be anyone. It could be me, in fact. Are you sure it wasn't me, SVR Gamble?"

My mouth opens, but no words emerge. He laughs at my expression.

"Simply a jest, SVR. So we have an everyman. Able to blend in with so many others with similar features, yes?"

"No doubt that's why he was chosen," Ursula says. "What must be figured out is how the man was able to infiltrate the lines without notice."

"Well, that is where our new SVR and I come in," Jack says. "I am sure we will be able to uncover this latest Coalition plot in short order. But for now, I will take our man for a tour of our humble facilities if you have no further need...?"

Ursula gazes at me for a long time before answering. "No. I have no further need of him for now. I need not stress the importance of his training, Agent Killings. His future depends on a swift end to this insurgence. As does yours."

"As you say, Madam Lieutenant." He dips his head submissively as she exits the room. Then his eyes meet mine, twinkling with wry amusement as he gestures to the door.

"Shall we?"

We stride out of the barracks into a massive hallway. Crowds of people go about their business with painted smiles and subservient faces. Their stride is unhurried, almost carefree. They wear expensive suits and dresses, dapper and stylish as they intermingle with military personnel without trepidation. It seems strange to miss my former associates' hollow stares and listless movements. Yet there was an authenticity to their defeated manner, none of the empty posturing that surrounds me now.

"As you can see, the military has stations in every zone. People are accustomed to their presence. Your new position allows you access to any home or business. Nothing is private. And that says nothing about the surveillance by thousands of cameras and taps on all lines of information."

I shake my head. "I don't understand why the people allow that kind of access without protest."

Jack stops before a large window overlooking the city. The view beyond is of mammoth buildings and towers that speak of strength, pride, and power. A bulky zeppelin floats by, emblazoned with an advertisement: Empire News—Only What You Need to Know. 

Jack's eyes grow distant. "There was protest. Some knew, saw what was coming. But their voices were mere whispers in a crowd of roaring discontent. The surrender of freedom came in subtle stages, not with an explosive arrival. After the wars, the fear, the terrorism...we slowly let fear goad us into thinking it was better if control were out of our hands and placed into those of people who would protect us. We turned a blind eye as our liberties were sacrificed at the alter of nationalism. It was easier that way."

My eyes are pulled to crisscrossing bridges that interconnect with the nearby buildings. Walking across are familiar figures: heads downcast, shuffling along as the wind buffets them mercilessly. They are different, but they are the same. I know because until just recently, I was one of them. It occurs to me that someone must keep all the city's grandeur in its pristine condition. These are the ones who polish the gleaming exoskeleton of the city, going about their tasks in silence as their lives waste away unnoticed.

Jack's gaze follows mine. "The minority who raised objections were silenced in the harshest of manners. The behavior modifications were an excellent way for the Sovereign to demonstrate their absolute domination over dissenters. Martyrs are hard to erase from the consciousness, but listless slaves are a visual reminder of the futility of resistance."

We continue forward into the hive of endless movement. Though the smiles are still there, I suddenly become aware of the silence. The people do not speak unless addressed, and even then respond in low tones as though a shout would bring the entire structure down on their heads.

Once outside, we enter into the back seat of a waiting transport. The door closes, sealing us in what feels like a tiny pocket of insulated security. It turns out my instincts are on point.

"You can relax now, Franklin. We've modified the eavesdroppers in this ride. Our conversations are still recorded, but the feed is looped out to our processors, then altered and fed back into theirs. Just a lot of silence with the occasional breakdown of what you need to know. Just what they want to hear. Isn't that right, Emily?"

Emily is the driver, a petite blonde in a blue service uniform. "Just like you say, Jack."

"She's one of...us?"

Jack smiles wryly. "Glad to see you're finally including yourself in the equation. Yes, we have people everywhere. Emily is one of our finest agents. They believe her to be a sterling recruit, bound for the best and brightest. It's taken a lot of time and effort to get to this point. A lot of lives hang on this mission. You understand that once stationed, they won't exactly be able to just abandon their posts without notice."

"We're glad to have you with us, Franklin," Emily says. "You're the last piece we were waiting for before the movement can begin."

I do not know how to respond, so I remain silent. Emily's eyes study me from the rearview mirror. I cannot tell what she is thinking.

The vehicle passes unhindered from the military compound. Although train traffic is constant on the crisscrossing tracks overhead, the streets are eerily empty. We drive under the shadows of towering giants of steel and glass in conspicuous fashion, like a scuttling cockroach across a whitewashed kitchen floor. 

"I thought no one had access to individual vehicles."

"No unauthorized personnel. You are among the elite for now. And I am supposed to be giving you a tour of your district. Don't worry. We haven't made it this far by being careless. There are much more drastic worries ahead for you, my friend."

"I...still don't understand why you're focusing on me. I'm nobody."

"History is filled with nobodies who become somebody when the time was right. It is circumstance that gives us our heroes, Franklin. Not some higher calling. You're in this game of cat and mouse because of who you were. It will come to you in time, I promise. For now, all you need to know is that they are afraid of you. In a way, they need you to publicly be on their side. And that is why this plan will work."

"What plan?"

"The plan to end it all, Franklin. To bring their corrupt Empire down on their heads. And you're the one who will make it all possible."
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I open my mouth, but Jack cuts me off with a gesture. "There."

I look out the window. For a moment, I don't recognize it, having never seen the Industrial Center from the outside before. Imposing walls more suitable for a fortress than an industrial hub encompass the entire district.

The transport slows to a crawl. Jack looks at the towering walls and speaks softly. "Do you know what lies inside those walls, Franklin?"

"The factories. Electricity. Water. Recycling."

"Power Central," Jack says.

I look at him questioningly.

"You haven't actually seen it, Franklin. You didn't have the authority. Drones aren't allowed in there anyway. But you've seen the train reserved for the Tunnel."

I remember that particular train only because we were never allowed anywhere near the area. At the time, I had no reason to question why. Curiosity is a luxury not afforded the subservient.

"I know it."

Jack stares at the walls as though he can see through them. "That's the only way into Power Central. Where the electromagnetic fields are created that keep the Sovereign hidden and safe."

"Electromagnetic fields?"

His face is expressionless. "What do you remember about the end of the War?"

I immediately supply the automatic response. "The Allied Federation surrendered unconditionally. The Sovereign's triumph was absolute, and the might of the Empire complete across the nations."

I catch Emily's eyes in the rearview mirror. She shakes her head.

Jack chuckles. "All lies. The so-called Sovereign Empire was beleaguered, accosted from all sides. It was they who lost the war."

The simple statement strikes an icy dagger deep into my spine. "What do you mean? Everyone knows—"

"You can accept the fact that the Sovereign brainwashes its own citizens into listless zombies, but you can't believe the same dictatorship would lie to you? Wake up and smell the plastic roses, Franklin. Rise above your level of docile acceptance."

I struggle to retain mental equilibrium as I wrestle with the inversion of written history. "But ... they control everything."

Jack's smile is grim. "That's the picture they paint by numbers in broad strokes for those willing to sacrifice their minds. Deep inside, you know better. The Sovereign is more bark than bite, their Dog of War practically toothless. Their meticulously crafted illusion is their best weapon, the work of unrivaled genius without the boundaries of moral fortitude. Yet their gleaming city rusts behind their painted façade, their hold grows ever tenuous on a growing number of discontented citizens bent on waking up from their stupor."

We pass the Industrial Center. The area beyond is grainy like the moment before awaking, and suddenly all I want is to keep driving. To go forward, far beyond the tentacled reach of the Sovereign and its animalistic agents.

Instead, the road comes to an end. A rounded cul-de-sac teases with a final view of mystery before we circle back to The City. 

My mind is a cyclone of unharvested questions. "Then how does the Empire keep from being toppled if it's in such a precarious state?"

"The machines," Jack says. "They create inverted fields that distort what can be seen or detected. In effect, the remains of the defeated Sovereign have vanished completely, free of time or place. They pulled off the biggest con ever, the world's most amazing vanishing trick. They disappeared Like magic, existing only here—complete in their power over the citizens they managed to suck into the centrifuge of their deception."

I can only stare openmouthed. "That's ... that's impossible."

Jack smiles wryly. "Is it? Have you ever questioned what lies outside the existing boundaries you know of? Why no one ever leaves this place?"

"I never thought—"

"Of course you haven't. You're not supposed to. The Smiling Man has a more sinister purpose than irritating you every morning. Hidden in the audio relay is a torrent of hypnotic suggestion that streams directly into every citizen's subconscious. Silence is essential. Question nothing. Obey everything."

I feel a twist in my gut at the certainty of his words. "How do the machines work?"

Jack takes a deep breath. "There are places that exist on Earth which produce unexplained anomalies. They disrupt all manner of electronics, tracking devices, and directional instruments. Entire flights have disappeared into thin air. Vessels have entered areas of the sea and vanished completely. The Sovereign directed their scientists to study what created those anomalies. They discovered the inverted fields of distorted reality. And in time, they were able to accurately reproduce the effect. Once entered, an entity can no longer be detected by the outside world. In effect, it ceases to exist. But inside, the entity is entirely functional. Simply outside of our known reality. Perhaps outside of time itself."

The City grows larger in the windshield, a towering nightmare that threatens to pull us deeper into its madness. I have never been more afraid in my life.

I squirm uncomfortably in my seat. "If what you say is true, then what can we possibly do? They're too powerful, too big..."

"In a silent empire, the greatest threat is the spoken truth," Jack says. "And we have been busy spreading the word. Our agents have their spies and Dogmen spread thin, chasing our ghost trails while we spread our influence throughout the City. But so long as their machines operate, they are the ones in control. The machines must stop, the cogs removed before the Empire will collapse."

The City swallows us in the shadows of its grandeur. Trains rumble overhead, and even higher up the zeppelins hover, ever-roving eyes that search intrusively. The pressure falls on my shoulders like the earth upon Atlas, threatening to crush me beneath its colossal oppression.

I suddenly hate it. The vehemence builds in my chest like fire in the furnaces of industry. The feeling surprises me with its instant familiarity. It is like ... coming home.

"What do you need me to do?"

Jack smiles, visibly relaxing as he sits back in the cushioned seat. "It's not what we need. It's what they need. And you're going to give it to them."

"And that is...?"

"The rebellion, Franklin. You're going to track it down and hand its leaders to the Sovereign. You're going to be more than they ever dreamed you could be. They will love you for it. More importantly, they will trust you. And once you've gained their trust ... you'll be able to take down an Empire."
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I stagger forward as the Dogmen snarl behind me, reaching for their batons. The door leans drunkenly on its broken hinges, exposing the smoggy view of the outdoors. My wife calls out my name. The fear in her voice swells in my head until I feel I will go mad from the agony. I stumble forward out the door. 

The area is swamped with flashing lights. Men in black uniforms aim rifles at me as their mouths open to spill out cautionary demands. I ignore them as I search for my wife and son. They are forced to their knees. Our eyes lock, and the fear I see makes me want to howl until my voice shatters.

Something explodes in the back of my head.

When I open my eyes, everything is hazy. I am still clubbed relentlessly by the Dogmen batons. The sound of their blows turning my flesh into pulp is distant, torture that affects another man, a man I used to be before everything I loved was torn from me with brutal persistence...

WA

KE

UP

A loud tap on the window disrupts the reality I dream of escaping. It takes a moment for my distorted surroundings to merge into the artificiality the Sovereign has gone to such pains to present as authentic. I'm in one of the Sovereign's sleek transports, where I've been awaiting the Dogmen's arrival.

Butcher leers down at me, a smile on his canine face. "Wake up, Cinderella. You'll be late for the ball." His laugh is harsh as gravel in a meat grinder.

I open the door and step onto the artificial turf of one of the pristine suburban neighborhoods that grow like lichen to the exoskeleton of The City. I immediately notice a group of citizens dragged roughly from the adjacent house. Lights click on as the neighboring residents emerge from their homes. It is required that any arrest be witnessed by the accused party's neighbors.

The guilty faction is a group of different ages and races, but their faces are united in defiance in the same way the drones reflect their defeated obedience. It is strange to see the lack of fear of the Dogmen who surround them. 

I stand a few paces away and begin my announcement as the residents silently gather around.

"These 'citizens' have been found guilty of gathering without a license, a misdemeanor.  These 'citizens' are also guilty of the felony charges of sedition against the Sovereign, intent to carry out terrorist activity, as well as—" 

"Traitor!"

The word rings out with unmistakable clarity, slicing through my deliberation like a switch through smoke. My words falter and collapse in the face of such outright insubordination.

The Dogmen growl furiously. Butcher's bestial eyes flash as he whirls around. "Who said that? Which one of you spineless cowards would dare?"

The crowd around us is a sea of expressionless faces, but their eyes—their eyes shimmer with anger, embers of suppressed fury long buried but never extinguished. The rage continued to smolder deep inside, awaiting only the most convenient outlet to explode outward in an eruption of violence.

"Leave them alone!" another faceless voice shouts from the crowd.

Slaver drips from Butcher's lips. "So it's going to be the hard way, is it? Suits me just fine." His hand slides to the baton at his side. "We'll see how brave you are when your brains are pouring out of your ears."

I see the projectile sail across the air. It is just a rock, a large chunk of broken concrete. So ordinary, yet the message it carries shouts with the voices of a thousand swollen throats bellowing with rage.

Butcher feels it in a physical sense when it shatters across his head.

As he stumbles, the crowd surges. The Dogmen are caught in the swell, swinging their batons in astonished fury. People who would have been cowed into silent submission only days ago now voice their frustration with wordless shouts and swinging limbs. 

"What the hell has gotten into you people? Get back. Back, I said!"

It is too late for threats to have an effect. The citizens have gone mad, drunk on their newfound courage. As the Dogmen fight for their lives, I am not forgotten. Hands seize me and pull me to the ground. I struggle to free myself as fists pummel me gently.

Gently?

"Listen." The man pretending to hit me smiles, his face flushed. "It will be soon. The people are ready. The Sovereign is ready to fall."

I automatically fall into the role of feigning to struggle. "You're ... part of the resistance?"

"As you are. There are many of us, more than ever before. You must be ready to move when the order is given."

"What is my task?"

"Jack will tell you. Your role is the hardest. But all of us must sacrifice for the sake of the truth and freedom."

Gunshots ring out. As bodies topple, the haze of rebelliousness quickly dissipates. People scatter, ducking their heads as the illusion of defiance is replaced by the crushing reality of bloodshed. The man who pulled me down gives me a last quick smile before rising up to flee.

The smile is still on his face when the bullet punches a hole through his chest.

"Are you all right?" Ursula's pistol is still smoking as she offers me a hand. I accept it numbly, concentrating on not staring at the corpse that had been a comrade only a moment ago. I don't know the man's name, but he was my brother. Bound by the same battle against an Empire that oppressed us both. 

He is not the only casualty. Other bodies lie on the ground, staining the turf dark with blood. The streets are desolate once more, silent as the death surrounding us.

"Burn it all." Butcher literally quivers with rage. "We need to burn this entire neighborhood to the ground. Attacking the agents of the Sovereign? Next, they'll be marching on the City. I'll raze this whole block. I'll torch all of them!"

"Start a fire, and it spreads." Jack strides up casually, oozing arrogance in his officer persona. His face is masked in a contemptuous sneer. "Sheep is all they are. They'll follow whoever feeds them and scatter at the first glimpse of a wolf." 

He glances down at the Dog of War emblazoned on his chest and smiles. "Or a Dog. But if we press too hard, the morale may continue to drop until thoughts of rebellion are all they'll have to keep them warm at night. We have what we came for." He gestures to the captives, which the Dogmen barely managed to keep under guard. "Without their shepherds, the sheep will go back to grazing in no time."

"Agent Killings is correct." Ursula's chin rises imperiously. "These criminals are the ones who ignited this act of rebellion. And they will pay the price. Process them."

All it would take is for a single one of the indicted group to expose me with a look, a word, a screaming betrayal. But no one does. They allow themselves to be manhandled into the waiting transports without a glance in my direction. 

It seems silence is a weapon for both sides of this war.

[image: image]

JACK'S FACE IS SOMBER when he looks at me. "I know that was hard for you."

We are in his pristine office after the day's events. Emily sits nearby at a secretary's desk. Every item in the room is a shout of allegiance to the Sovereign Empire, down to the paperweight on the desk. Jack stands behind his steel-backed chair, the paragon of an oppressive officer. It is only the concern in his eyes that betrays him. 

I scrub my fingers through my hair. "I don't think I can do this."

Jack's eyes are intense. "You must."

"People are dying, Jack. Am I to stand with a mask on my face and pretend I feel nothing?"

Jack smiles. I realize his smile is his lifeline, the most destructive weapon he possesses to defy the Sovereign. "In a war where the truth is concealed, a mask becomes a fair weapon, Franklin. I warned you this would not be easy. Make no mistake: it will get worse from here. The endgame approaches, and in the distance is the sound of revolution. We haven't gotten this far to quit now. What you and I will have to do will be the most difficult. But the end result will be the collapse of this prison. Are you still committed to that end, Franklin?"

I meet his gaze firmly. "With all of my heart."

"And are you willing to do whatever it takes to accomplish that task?"

"I am."

He gazes at me, silent for a moment before he nods. "We will see. Time is not our friend right now. The agents of Sovereign are close. They should be—we've left enough breadcrumbs for them to follow. For this gambit to work, the trap must be sprung. It is time you delivered the Coalition to your superiors. Doing so will gain their trust and allow you into the Inner Circle. You will have access to doors we have been unable to open."

His eyes glimmer. "And when you do, you will open them."

"When is this supposed to happen?" I ask.

"Soon." Jack holds out his hand. In it is a small red capsule-shaped object.

"What's that?"

"What you need. Place it in your ear."

I pause for a second before obeying. Immediately I wince as fire laces my inner ear. I clap my hand to my head, but the pain continues to torment in tingling waves.

"It hurts!"

Jack nods. "It's prototype tech. The pill dissolves and forms a lining in your inner ear. The gel is filled with tiny machines which will disrupt the Sovereign's signal and completely liberate your mind from their dominion. It will also allow you to communicate with Emily when it becomes necessary."

The pain gradually subsides. I look at Emily, who smiles reassuringly. "Don't worry, Franklin. I'll be there when you need me."

I turn back to Jack. "Why won't you be on the line? Where are you planning to be?"

Jack's eyes become troubled for the first time since I met him. But the instant passes quickly, and his customary smile returns. "Best not to ask. Let's go over your responses before you get some sleep, Franklin. You will need your wits about you tomorrow.

"Because an Empire is about to fall."
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They live only in my dreams.

The woman with autumn hair and laughing eyes, along with the child who shares her features. I see them night after night, always the same scene. The moment is captured in my mind like a hummingbird in hand, beautiful and ever so fragile.

It is breakfast time. The table is chipped and as threadbare as their clothing, but somehow that doesn't matter. There is something precious there, something poverty cannot touch. It's in the light in her eyes as she gently pats her son's cheek. It's in his answering smile. Streams of light effuse through the blinds as though the sun shines harder for them, illuminating the room in saffron shades like a photograph dusted in gold.

Yet the only thing I feel is fear.

For I know what happens next: the booming sound at the door that rattles the hinges, the look of animal fear in her eyes. Her hair swings as she protectively clutches her son, the child who now wears a mask of fear instead of a face.

The door splinters inward, and I see the twisted, inhuman faces. The suited figures snarl, delighting in her screams. She pulls her son away from the table, entangling the tablecloth. A mug of coffee slides across and falls to the floor.

The pottery shatters. Warm liquid pools across the tiles. I see my reflection upon its surface: the fear on my face, my mouth open in a scream of pain and rage and hate. I stretch out my hand, but cannot touch them, cannot come to their aid. The Dogmen that have me pinned to the ground are too heavy; their blows rain upon my head with relentless insistence for my submission.

I feel no pain, only terror as she and the child are pulled away from me, lost in a sea of flailing limbs and snarling faces. Our screams mingle in chorus as they are snatched through the door while I lie helpless, my face shoved against floorboards slick with my own blood.

Something snaps inside of me. I become weightless as I rise with a wild roar, hurling the Dogmen away like small children. I have to reach the door, to follow my wife and son before they are gone forever.

I stagger forward as the Dogmen snarl behind me, reaching for their batons. The door leans drunkenly on its broken hinges, exposing the smoggy view of the outdoors. My wife calls out my name. The fear in her voice swells in my head until I feel I will go mad from the agony. I stumble forward out the door. 

The area is swamped with flashing lights. Men in black uniforms aim rifles at me as their mouths open to spill out cautionary demands. I ignore them as I search for my wife and son. They are forced to their knees. Our eyes lock, and the fear I see makes me want to howl until my voice shatters.

Something explodes in the back of my head.

When I open my eyes, everything is hazy. I am still clubbed relentlessly by the Dogmen batons. The sound of their blows turning my flesh into pulp is distant, torture that affects another man, a man I used to be before everything I loved was torn from me with brutal persistence.

Two shots ring out.

Their bodies plummet like the last leaves of autumn, collapsing upon crushed gravel and broken asphalt. It is blasphemous somehow. They deserve so much better than mere dirt to rest upon.

Crimson rivulets creep from their bodies in abstract patterns.

A pair of polished boots enters my vision, obscuring the sight of the corpses that were my wife and son only moments ago. A pleated uniform. An officer's hat. A smoking gun in a gloved hand.

"That is what becomes of traitors," a familiar voice says. Only it is so cold, so devoid of humanity.

The figure turns. The face is a frozen mask of indifference, but I know it well.

It is Jack.

WA

KE

UP

I arise to a world that I do not know. The very fabric of my being is suspect, my reality a disturbing mirage of instances I cannot verify. The Smiling Man is on the screen, but his words are mute to my ears. Flickers of distorted images form and shatter in my mind, slicing my sanity with razor edges. I put on my uniform with a mind full of static, incoherent to the new world I have awakened to.

I know now that Ursula has lied to me. That in itself is no surprise. The truth was always there, buried deep within my subconscious where reason and hope could not reach it. My wife and son are long dead, crushed beneath the unfeeling wheels of the Sovereign's machine. Murdered in cold blood by Agent Jack Killings, the very same man who has awakened me from the haze of indoctrination that has drugged my mind like opium fumes.

I have every reason to hate Jack. And I have every reason to thank him as well.

There is nothing I can do except continue on. Obedience is a familiar mindset for me, like stepping into well-worn shoes. I stride down the massive, overbearing hallway. Somehow it appears less grand than just the last time I passed through. It seems... dated. Cracks lace the walls in web-like patterns; the tiles on the floor are scuffed and worn with use. My surroundings can't have altered so drastically, but there's no mistaking that things have changed.

Citizens part before my black uniform in choreographed fashion as I make my way to the belly of the beast. I have never had reason to go into the officer's wing except when meeting with Jack. But it is not Jack's door I stop in front of. 

It is Ursula's.

"Come in." Her voice interrupts my knock. I am sure she watched me approach via the hidden eyes installed in every sector of the building. When I enter, she looks up from the head of a table full of officers. They wear cloned faces as they gaze at me in supercilious curiosity.

Ursula places one hand on her hip. "What is the reason for your visit, SVR Gamble?" 

I hesitate for only an instant as I realize Butcher stands at the door. I hardly recognize him because instead of a dog's head, he wears only a helmet fashioned after a dog. The unshaven face that glares from the depths of the helmet is sallow, the eyes red-rimmed and swollen, the skin cragged and saggy. He growls at me, which suddenly seems utterly ridiculous given his current manifestation.

I suddenly recall the pain, the burning sensation when the capsule melded itself to my inner ear. It appears to be working. The Dogmen and the pristine condition of the Empire were part of the illusion grafted to our consciousness by the hypnotic suggestions driven into our minds every day. 

I am forced to swallow the revelation quickly as I turn to Ursula. "I have gathered information that is pertinent, Madam Lieutenant. The leadership of the Coalition gathers tonight, and I have ascertained the location."

The room buzzes with excitement. Ursula holds up a hand to quiet them, though her eyes glimmer with anticipation.

"You are sure about this?"

"Without a doubt, Madam Lieutenant."

She claps her hands together, and the officers leap up, almost running as they leave to ready their men. As the room clears, she gives me a questioning glance.

"Where is Agent Killings? Is he not supposed to be with you?"

Their bodies plummet like the last leaves of autumn...

I dismiss the thought. "I don't know, Madam Lieutenant." It's the honest truth. I have no wish to see Jack after the clarity of the dream.

I'm afraid of what I will learn.

Ursula adjusts her tight leather gloves and reaches for her officer's hat. "We don't have time to locate him, so I'll take you in my transport. This raid must happen now. We may not get this chance again."
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THE INTERIOR OF THE transport is claustrophobic. Not because of the men that sit on the edge of their seats methodically checking their weapons and gear. It is the proximity of Ursula, who sits tightly against me. If only her appearance was an illusion, but it seems her allure is completely genuine.

Our bodies press together, seeming to merge more severely with every bump in the road. Her perfume infects my already hazy mind; her eyes gaze at me with the arcane knowledge of a graveyard raven.

"Who would have thought you would take to your training so well?" Her lips are parted, her breath smelling of mint tea. "Here you have barely joined us, and already you hand us the Coalition in one fell swoop."

I drop my head to dislodge from her gaze. "I am just following through on clues and evidence that was already accumulated, Madam Lieutenant."

Her hand finds my knee and squeezes. "Should this raid be successful, you can be sure your reward will be substantial."

"My reward is my service to the Sovereign Empire. I am merely doing what is asked of me."

Her eyes sparkle as she smiles. "So you say, SVR Gamble. But you forget I was once in your shoes. I know what it is like to be driven by ambition. You needn't be ashamed. It is what separates us from the others. You have hungered, Franklin. And you will be fed."

The transport slows to a halt. As soon as the doors open, the soldiers spill out. The sound of boots marching across empty streets is unnaturally loud. Perhaps because the area is so eerily silent.

It is another stark, homogeneously constructed neighborhood, much like where the riot recently exploded. It could be the same neighborhood. How can I tell? How can I be certain of anything anymore, the least being my sanity?

The soldiers kick in the door of a nearby building and barge in. Their shouts echo in the deserted streets. The other houses are mute witnesses; the darkened windows watch reproachfully like the empty sockets of uniformly lined skulls.

There does not appear to be any resistance. Butcher walks out of the building toward us, face still enveloped by the ridiculous dog-faced helmet. He gives me an odd sidelong look before turning to Ursula.

"You need to see this, Madam Lieutenant."

She beckons with a gloved hand. "Come along, SVR."

I follow them into the threadbare building. Despite its shoddiness, it has the appearance of being cared for, inhabited by people who care about one another.

There is something precious there, something poverty cannot touch...

Of course, the soldiers and Dogmen have reduced everything to rubble. Even the pictures on the wall hang askew as we pass. Stairs lead us down into the basement, where the soldiers surround a sizeable group of various individuals. They wear no uniforms, but they carry themselves with the defiant air of leadership. My eyes are blind to their faces, for they fixate only on one man who sags in the clutches of two Dogmen.

Jack.

His face is battered, his mouth bloodied as he smiles. "Madam Lieutenant. I am relieved to see you. Surely you can appreciate this little misunderstanding—"

Jack's words disperse when Butcher punches him hard in the face, rocking him and his captors. 

"He's a liar, Madam Lieutenant." Butcher picks up a handful of documents from the table. "These delivery notes and copies of blueprints all bear his signature and authorization. He's been spoon-feeding the Coalition every bloody secret we have."

Jack lifts his head groggily. One side of his face is heavily bruised. "I've been...establishing connections. Operating undercover to ... take down the traitors."

"You're the only traitor, Killings." Butcher deliberates his words with a brutal blow to Jack's abdomen. I try not to wince as Jack sags, coughing up blood.

Ursula stands still as stone. Her face is even paler than usual, causing her lips to bloom like winter roses as she studies Jack's face carefully. 

Finally, she shakes her head.

"I'm terribly disappointed in you, Agent Killings. Terribly. Disappointed." She turns to me. "What knowledge did you have of this, SVR Gamble?"

"None, Madam Lieutenant." I am shocked that I can lie without trepidation. I should be a shivering wreck, but I control my voice and keep my face impassive under her scrutiny. 

She narrows her eyes. "Are you sure, SVR Gamble? The mentor you've spent so much time with is allied with the Coalition—and you know nothing of his traitorous activity?"

I repeat the practiced response by route. "I studied the information Agent Killings gave me and found a few discrepancies. I didn't want to bother the Agent, so I followed up on the flawed data on my own. It was quite by accident that I deciphered the location for this meeting. When I couldn't find Agent Killings, I immediately thought to alert you, Madam Lieutenant."

Butcher barks a guttural laugh. "And here I thought this SVR was a traitor all this time. I have to say that it never felt better being wrong."

Ursula's expression never changes as she stares into my eyes. It takes everything I have to meet that predatory gaze, to not wilt under the silent interrogation and confess everything that has occurred. 

Finally, she nods. "I believe you, SVR Gamble. But I must ask a token of your dedication. Your signature, if you will, to remove all doubt of your motives and assure the Sovereign Empire of your devotion."

"You need not ask, Madam Lieutenant. I will do anything for the glory of the Sovereign."

She smiles, but her eyes are cold. "Of course you will." She swiftly pulls her firearm from the holster and hands it to me.

"Kill the traitor."

The weapon is cold and ugly in my hands. The weight is surprising, pulling with the gravity of murdered souls. 

I look at Jack.

His face is calm, his eyes piercing. I see the confirmation of his misdeeds in his expression, mingled with regret and determination. He knows the separation from the Sovereign's signal would reveal the complete truth, including his own terrible actions. 

Determination to pay for the lives he has taken.

What you and I will have to do will be the hardest...

He knew. He knew the only way to gain the trust of the Sovereign would be an act of calculated ruthlessness. How could they ever question my loyalty if I put to death an insidious traitor and possible leader of the Coalition?

"Are you having second thoughts, SVR?" Ursula's voice slices like heated razors. The soldiers in the room stare at me, and Butcher tenses at my side.

"None, Madam Lieutenant." I raise the firearm and step forward, aiming at Jack's forehead. His eyes meet mine steadily, filled with pain and steely resolve. I see my wife and son dead at his feet. I see him in front of me. He is the same man, but he is a different man. He is prepared to die for me. For the cause he convinced me to believe in.

Are you willing to do whatever it takes to accomplish that task?

There is no turning back. No retreat. All is in vain if I falter; an entire movement dies if I fall short. There is nothing I can do except finish what we started.

A storm of emotions erupts as I pull the trigger. The muzzle flashes and thunder reverberates as Ursula's soft, mocking laughter drenches me like heavy rain.
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Chapter 9
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Jack is dead. His sacrifice was the final lesson, the last hurdle for my mind to overcome before the walls of indoctrination crumble to dust. I stare in the mirror, wondering if he saw the same haunted look on his face as he steeled himself for what was coming. Jack had been a murderer, a willing participant in the slavery of mind and soul. He had been the worst kind of man, the one willing to ignore the cries of the oppressed simply because he could not bring himself to care.

He had also organized a rebellion to bring all he previously believed in to ashes.

I button up the coat of my Agent uniform as the Smiling Man mouths silently in the background. I don't know if it's the equipment in my ear or my newfound willpower that shuts him out. All that matters is the needling voice of the Sovereign can no longer affect me. 

My promotion will be celebrated at the Chancellor's Ball, an occasion made more special as it marks the end of the Coalition. Their leaders await execution, their mole rooted from our midst.

And I am the one who made it possible. 

I comb my hair so every strand is perfect. My uniform is pressed, the buttons polished. I look the epitome of what the Sovereign Empire represents. It takes great effort to keep my face neutral. I finally understand why Jack could smile, even in the face of oppression and death. It was the one thing that could not be taken from him. I know how he felt, the sensation of invincibility under the mask of compliance.

I understand because at long last, I am ready. In my former state, I could never stand up under such pressure. But after sleepwalking for so long, I finally have awakened.

And I know what I have to do.

[image: image]

THE BALLROOM IS A GRANDIOSE exercise in overindulgence. The chandeliers hover over us like glittering stars, grand paintings hang from the walls, and every table overflows with succulent food and bubbling champagne. The most influential members of the Empire are present, mingling with upside-down frowns on their faces while they imagine the alcohol can mask their contempt of one another.

The Chancellor lounges like a king of old in an imposing chair of engraved steel embossed with the Dog of War emblem. He is tall and powerfully built; dark eyes glint like wet coal from his chiseled face. His head is shaved bald as if to deny the vanity of hair. His uniform is ceremonial: fringed shoulders and stacks of medals earned by betrayal and enslavement.

It is only when my inner ear tingles that I realize how powerful the propaganda machines are in this place. The signal is practically overwhelming; the very walls whisper the mantra to the subconscious: Silence is essential. Question nothing. Obey everything...

When my brain reroutes itself, I see things for how they truly are. The ballroom is standard at best, a worn building that carries only a shadow of its former majesty. The Chancellor is an old man, sinking into a crumpled uniform too large for him. His face is a map of creases and crags which sag downward from the gravity of a lifetime of scowling. His baleful stare encompasses the entire ballroom, hating everything as he surveys the procession from the dais like an enormous vulture waiting for the fall of man. 

Ursula brings me forward to announce my deeds in service to the glory of the Empire. I am applauded as I accept my promotion and given what I have been waiting for: my access card and service pistol. I keep my eyes and smile vacant as I shake hands and take pictures. I speak to the empty vessels, accepting their counterfeit congratulations while inside, I weep for the dead. For my family, who died because I dared to resist. And for the man who killed them, because he dared to become a better man.

"Dance with me."

Ursula looks more feminine than I have ever seen her. Though her evening attire is still in military fashion, she is more relaxed tonight. The light of victory shines brightly on her, softening her features into something ethereal. 

We float across the ballroom floor with all eyes upon us. Eyes that burn with envy and spite behind painted smiles and cheerful masks. My success is at the price of so many failures, and many resent my newfound favor. I am suddenly aware of how fragile the Empire's epicenter is, so full of brittle alliances eroded by the winds of betrayal and guilt. 

"How does it feel to be the man of the hour?" Ursula's eyes are shadowy magnets, pulling my gaze into the darkness of her soul.

"I am honored, of course."

She smiles. "We were all so worried about you. Worried our experiment might fail. But you have proved everyone wrong. We can go as far as we want, Franklin. All doors are open for us to ascend to the very pinnacle of the Sovereign Empire."

I almost stumble. "You say 'us' as if..."

Her smile widens. "Yes, Franklin. You are more than just a personal project. You intrigue me. We can do much if you are willing to drop this façade of blind obedience. I can see the ambition that burns in your eyes. I want you to show me what you're made of. We could work together in a much more intimate manner, Franklin. Like we did before everything changed."

I let the seductive words float around me for a moment, aware of the precariousness of the situation. The band plays on, and my body moves in concert with Ursula's as though we've done this many times before.

"I'd like that, Madam Lieutenant. You understand the need for discretion when one is trying to prove oneself."

"Indeed I do. But you have the favor of the Sovereign now, Franklin. And with me to guide you, you will be a very important man again. You can change things, Franklin. You can save this Empire from the decadence and corruption that has nearly destroyed it."

My mind reels. "I...wasn't aware the Sovereign needed saving."

Her eyes narrow. "Don't play me for a fool, Franklin. You always were critical of the Sovereign's more controversial practices. That was why you organized this resistance, the Coalition. The Chancellor had no choice but to put you under the same rehabilitation program you so strongly opposed: indoctrination."

The memory returns so strongly that my eyes practically glaze over. My swift and brilliant rise in the ranks of the Sovereign to the elite circle who worked directly with the Chancellor to direct the Empire's dominion. My arguments with the Sovereign Council and the reprimands that followed. The private warnings from my closest friend, Jack Killings. The many nights I betrayed my wife while submerging into the creamy softness of Ursula's supple body...

Ursula studies my face, watching the realization dawn upon me. "I've been in agony, Franklin. I did everything I could to protect you, but you became more and more rebellious. You knew your family was at risk, but you were obsessed with proving your point. In the end, the Chancellor was forced to order the executions. You were spared only to avoid being made a martyr for the cause."

I feel weightless, adrift in a sea of guilt and regret. My fault. The death of my wife and son was so inevitable that I may as well have killed them myself. In my arrogance, I had thought I could outwit the spies of the Sovereign. I was supposed to protect my family by hiding them underground, but the Sovereign had my every move tracked. 

Their bodies plummet like the last leaves of autumn ...

The room spins around us. Laughing faces surround me, their mirth in direct contrast with the horrors that rise from the cemetery of my past.

Ursula continues, unaware of my torment. "I know your memories have resurfaced, Franklin. I can see it in your eyes. You've broken free of your indoctrination. Your will was always strong. I'm surprised we were able to hold you this long."

My hand tightens on her waist. "My family ... you lied about them. You told me they were still alive."

"The lies were necessary." Her voice is devoid of remorse. "You couldn't be trusted yet, so you needed some incentive. Now you know the truth, and you know who did the deed. You must realize it happened because you rushed ahead. You cannot do this alone, Franklin. You need me to guide you. We can overthrow the Chancellor and reshape the Sovereign as we see fit."

I look at her face. She is earnest; the truth shines in her eyes. Her face is flush with excitement, her lips parted. I recall when I was so close to convincing her to join me. So close...

I cannot help but kiss her.

The room breaks into cheers as the sycophants rejoice. They know I am truly bound to them now. Ursula and I represent a new faction, a new brand of leadership in the ranks of the Sovereign.

I reluctantly pull back, letting the sweet taste of her dissolve on my lips. As we smile and acknowledge the crowd, I catch a glimmer of the Chancellor's spiteful face in the background.

I wonder how long we have until he gives the order to kill us.
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Chapter 10
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The night air is cool, tainted only slightly by the smog of the Industrial Complex. The smoke and fog billow in the distance, shrouding the night like the face of my future. I know what I have to do. The pieces are all in place; the final act is set to begin.

Yet the taste of Ursula still lingers on my mind.

"The night doesn't have to end here," she says. Her eyes are practically wet with seductive power. "My transport can take us both back to my quarters..."

The unspoken result of that action hangs in the air, ripe with the promise of sensual pleasure. The anticipation swells, practically begging for a release. I cannot prevent the memories of our many nights together, lying across raven silk with nothing covering us but sweat.

"I have a few things to wrap up first." I smile at her, hoping the lies do not scream from my pupils. "It's a lot to take in, and I want everything to be right when I start my new position tomorrow. But I promise as soon as I finish, I'll come for you."

She smiles. "That sounds like a most delicious threat, Franklin. Don't keep me waiting. We have a lot to catch up on."

I watch as her transport roars off. Confliction threatens to boil over as I consider her earlier words. 

We can overthrow the Chancellor and reshape the Sovereign as we see fit.

I thought I knew the truth, but truth is an ever-evolving concept. In one truth, Jack is my enemy, a man I should hate forever. In that truth, Ursula is a dangerous predator as well, one whose guile is matched only by her beauty and seductive power. 

In the other truth, Jack is my friend and counselor. And Ursula...Ursula is my former lover who wishes to aid me in reshaping the Sovereign Empire I have sworn to destroy.

My transport pulls up. It is the same sleek machine I rode in when Jack first exposed me to the machinations of the Sovereign. It is no surprise that Emily is the driver when I enter.

As we pull away from the banquet hall, I'm aware of her eyes on me from the rearview mirror.

"Don't worry, Emily. It's me."

Her relieved sigh is audible. "I'm sorry, sir. It's just..."

"It's been hard on everyone, I know. We knew this would be do-or-die when we initiated this mission. Now it's time to finish what we began."

Her expression is of apprehension and excitement. "Then Mission Endgame is initiated?"

I nod. "It was initiated when Jack died."
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MY AGENT STATUS GAINS us easy access to the train yard. A latticework of elevated tracks surrounds us, humming with galvanic power. The dormant engines loom like monstrous centipedes, their exoskeletons glint dully in the dark. The trains whip by, metallic blurs that pass too swiftly to see the act of anarchy about to take place in their midst.

Emily's face is apprehensive as she hands me the rounds for my service pistol. "Are you sure about this, sir?" 

I understand her concern. The Coalition has lost most of its main leaders in a very short period.

And now it will lose another.

Emily's head drops. "Once the train starts, Transit Authority will recognize it has been hijacked. They'll scan the cargo and—"

"And realize it's carrying several cars of powerful explosives and headed directly for Power Central." I smile reassuringly as I load the pistol and pocket the remaining rounds. "Then they'll do everything in their power to stop me. It's all right, Emily. We knew from the beginning this was a one-way trip."

A tear slides down her cheek, betraying the steely resolve in her eyes. "I never thought we'd get you back, sir. It's been an honor to be a part of your operation."

I carefully brush the tear from her face. "We took the gravest risks for the greatest cause, Emily. When those entrusted to protect the people choose to abuse their powers, we have only two options: submit or resist. We chose the latter and paid the price for our cause in human lives. Their sacrifices can't be in vain. I have my task, and you have one last thing to do for me."

"Yes, sir."

"Which is...?"

Emily swallows. "Whenever the train stops ... I trigger the explosives."

"That's right. Whether the train makes it to Power Central or not."

She grabs my sleeve. "Why can't you just set the train on auto? You don't have to—"

I raise a forestalling hand. "Anything could go wrong. Someone has to be on hand to see this through to the end."

I stare into the distance, where the City glimmers like a thousand dying stars. "And besides, I want their attention. I want them to know who has disrupted their machine and awakened the populace from the nightmare the Sovereign has engineered."

I board the train. The sound of its silence is nearly overwhelming. I have had enough of quiet. The hush of shadows and smothering oppression has anesthetized the populace into a dreamless state. 

It is my task to awaken them.

Emily waves farewell as the doors hiss shut, imprisoning me to the fate I have chosen. The train whispers forward, electricity crackling along the rails. In no time at all, it is flying. 

The voice-com crackles on. "Agent Gamble, you have been identified as authorizing an unscheduled departure. Please report the reason for your—"

I fire my pistol, destroying the com. The voice cuts off with a dying whine. My next few moments are spent installing an override device into the engine computer, ensuring they cannot seize control of the train from Transit. It is only a matter of seconds before the operator overcomes his shock and scans the cargo. Alarms will blare, sirens will wail. They will come for me.

My gaze turns to the windows, where the surroundings blur alongside. Shadows whip by, much like the memories I was forced to abandon...
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"I'M SORRY, FRANKLIN."

I can only stare at Jack in trembling fury. The prison bars between us keep me from trying to tear him apart with my bare hands. I doubt that I could, even in my heated rage.

Jack was always a better fighter than me.

His voice is strained, his eyes downcast. "I wanted to see you. To let you know something has changed. I haven't slept since that day. When they gave me the orders, I thought it was the right thing. You were out of control. A traitor, rebelling against the Sovereign."

Jack's face is harrowed. Stubble litters his normally smooth cheeks, and his eyes are red-rimmed, a reflection of the blood he spilled.

"I was wrong. I took the only thing of value away from you because I was ordered to. Now ... I see their faces when I close my eyes."

I fold my arms to keep my hands from shaking. "Why tell me? I'd kill you if I had the chance. That was my family. My son and ... my wife."

I stumble over the last words. I tell myself it is for the sake of appearance, but the lie rings hollow even in my own mind. Jack knows full well I have spent more time in Ursula's arms of late.

"You can kill me later. I'm sure you will, in fact." He leans closer. "Listen. I'm scrambling this conversation. We can't talk long, but ... they're going to indoctrinate you."

I shrug. "I know."

A hint of a smile crosses his face. "All part of the plan? I know all about it. In the event of your capture, you bet on them making an example of you instead of killing you outright."

I freeze. "I don't know what you're talking about."

"I'm talking about the ultimate gamble. The only way to get within their inner ranks again. If you convince them their program can rehabilitate someone like you, then you'll be accepted again. And that's when you'll strike."

I glare at Jack. "If you know all of this, then why haven't you turned me in?"

Jack raises his head. "Don't you understand? I can help you."

"You?" I don't bother to hide my scorn when I laugh. "No one will ever trust you after what you've done."

"You can." Jack's face pleads desperately. "I've been experimenting. I've found a way to block the Sovereign's signal. I'm...starting to see things differently. Thinking my own thoughts. This place is tearing apart, Franklin. It won't be much longer before it crumbles regardless of what anyone does. But if we manage to free the population, then we have a chance to survive the fallout."

"You're already on the inside, Jack. If you've had such a big change of heart, then you can do whatever needs to be done."

Jack shakes his head. "You still don't see what you're doing wrong. If you had played your cards right, you might have overthrown the Chancellor. You might have even convinced Ursula to join you. For some reason, she's taken with you. But you don't think things through, Franklin. You want everything now, without a thought to the consequences of your actions."

Their bodies plummet like the last leaves of autumn ...

"You need a network. A body of individuals who can operate on their own without direct supervision. People placed in every crevice of the infrastructure. That's the key, Franklin. An empire is built by the people, not its leaders. It is the people who can topple an empire, not one man. And it is the people who will rebuild it."

I shake my head. "The people are asleep, Jack! Their minds imprisoned by whispers they can't even hear. They're blind to the strings guiding their every move. It can't be done. It's foolishness to even consider."

Jack presses his face against the bars. His eyes are feverish, his words burning with urgency. "When the people are fed lies every day, they forget how good the truth tastes. But all we have to do is remind them. It will take time to hack through the Gordian knot of deception they'll tie inside of your mind. And while you fight to free yourself, I'll be busy setting up the resistance."

I laugh. The sensation drags across my throat like sandpaper, leaving a bitter taste in my mouth. "I can't believe I'm having this conversation with you. I'm as good as dead, and you of all people want to tell me my grave is just a tunnel."

Jack just nods in agreement. "Indoctrination isn't death, Franklin. It's only a type of sleep. And when a person sleeps, sooner or later he will have to do the only thing that comes naturally."

––––––––
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The train lurches as though something heavy has struck it. No doubt agents of the Sovereign tried a rocket attack. Fortunately, the heavy armor was constructed just for that type of assault in mind. The Coalition has long sought to cripple the Sovereign's main source of transit. No expense was spared in thwarting that goal.

I approach in my juggernaut of steel, cutting through the curtain of fog and smoke as light flares around me. The Industrial Center is visible from the windshield. Inside are the drones: those listless, sleepwalking workers who drift through their tasks under the heavy influence of propaganda and subliminal indoctrination. 

I have the full attention of the Sovereign. Their mammoth zeppelins beam spotlights, and military transports scurry alongside like children trying to keep up with their father. Warning lights flicker, and the sirens fill the air with their miserable wailing. 

They can follow me. They can blind me with their phosphorus and alert their agents to my presence. But they can no more stop me than one can stop a bullet once it is fired from the barrel.

I almost convince myself of that.

The shriek of metal on metal is almost unbearable; the wail of a thousand banshees boiled alive. I lurch forward, unprepared for the sudden death of motion. As my head splinters the windshield, sparks flood my vision; spiteful fireflies that let me know my gambit has failed. Transit has triggered a failsafe in the tracks themselves, activated to seize the train and hold until friction does the job of slowing and eventually bringing the iron behemoth to a staggering stop.

As my vision clears, I see the walls of the Industrial Center only yards away. Smoke billows across the surrounding area, smothering the flickering lights and anxious shouts like a bad dream. Blood trickles down my face, and my chest is sore from ramming into the controls. I'm sure something is broken, but the pain is far away. 

Much like my grand schemes.

The ruined doors wail in protest as they are forced open. Butcher shoves his way inside. He looks preposterous as ever when he snarls at me, looming larger and larger as he approaches. 

"I knew it. I knew you were always a spineless traitor. I knew it in my gut. Finally, I get the chance to—"

I cut off his threat by firing my service pistol until all the rounds are spent. Butcher collapses a yard away from me, his pasty face frozen in shock. I reload in time to point the firearm at Ursula, who follows shortly after. I knew she would.

She has a knack for being punctual.

Her pistol is drawn as well, but neither of us fires. It is as if we have hurt one another far worse than a bullet could ever do.

"I thought you finally came to your senses," she says. "And then you pull something like this." Her icy demeanor is betrayed only when she bites her bottom lip almost to the point of drawing blood.

I exhale softly, ignoring the pain in my chest. "You were right. I came to my senses. That's why I'm doing this, Ursula."

The pistol in her hand trembles. "Did you ever stop to consider what we could have had? You had the Sovereign in the palm of your hand tonight, Franklin. All you had to do was close your fist."

My face heats furiously. "You really believe the Chancellor isn't aware you're a threat to him? He won't rest until he finds a way to bury us. You're a fool to think otherwise."

Ursula's eyes blaze. "The Chancellor is dead, Franklin! His transport exploded shortly after the ball tonight. Did you think I haven't made my own plans while you were off toiling in the factories? Who do you think they will elect next?"

I laugh. "And so one dictator replaces another. You don't understand a thing, Ursula. You never did. You only see the power, never the people."

Ursula's lips stand out like fresh blood against her pale face. "What do you know about the people, Franklin? You are cut from the same cloth as the rest of us, your hands as dirty as anyone else's."

"People change." I lower my pistol, knowing I will never hurt her. I can only try to make her understand. 

"I can hear it sometimes. The groan of the city as it crumbles. We enslaved a populace and called it social restructuring. They gave us the power, but we betrayed their trust. When leaders sacrifice trust for power, there is only one thing the people can do: resist."

"Your resistance is over." Ursula shakes her head. "You're all that's left of their leadership, and your grand scheme is in ruins."

I shrug. "Once the bombs go off, nothing else will matter."

It is Ursula's turn to smile. "Do you think we're fools, Franklin? We found the frequency for the remote detonation and severed it. The only reason we stopped the train was so it wouldn't explode on impact when it hit the gates. There will be no fireworks to mark your funeral. No grand finale to your martyrdom."

I gaze at her for a moment before playing my final hand.

"I'm not talking about the explosives on the train, Ursula."

A sound like distant thunder rumbles in the distance. The ground trembles in the wake of the blast, and the sky erupts in hellish colors. Outside, the soldiers shout in fear and confusion.

Ursula's eyes widen in realization as she stares out of the window. I already know what she sees.

I sit in the conductor's seat, suddenly drained beyond measure. My words spill from my lips like a final exhalation. "We both know this train was always a decoy. A red herring created to draw the eyes of the Coalition to the Industrial Center, instead of deep underneath the City, the true location of the electromagnetic machines. My agents broke into your system when I brought you on that emergency mission to capture the Coalition's leadership. They found the exact location where the inverted fields trap us in this purgatory, separating us from the real world."

Ursula's gloved hand goes to her mouth. "You don't know what you've done. Without those fields..."

"My mission was to draw your attention away from The City, where my agents took advantage of the chaos and quickly overcame the reserve guards. Their mission was simple: to plant the explosives and blow the machines once this train stopped. Without the fields, the Empire will no longer be supplanted from reality. We will reintegrate into the world, free of the shackles of indoctrination."

Ursula turns to me with raven-black eyes. Her lips compress into a thin red scar on her face. "You have destroyed us with your dreaming, you fool."

I meet her gaze steadily. "No. I've finally decided to wake up."

Ursula points the pistol at me. "Wake up from this."

Lightning flashes twice. 

Ursula's face is contaminated by scorn and regret when she exits into the smoke and darkness. I hear the voices yell outside as the soldiers mill about in complete disarray. The train rocks back and forth from the tremors as the Sovereign Empire emerges from the fields that have trapped us for so long. 

My blood spatters on the floor of the train.

Theories differ about what will happen once the fields are destroyed. Some say we will emerge from the inversion in the same time and manner that we left. Our timeline will vanish as though they never occurred. 

Others say our emergence will crash upon the current reality like an atomic bomb, destroying whatever stood before being supplanted by our Empire.

Other theories propose it is only our minds that are trapped. We have been frozen in time, lulled to sleep by the seductive whispers of peace and security. The electromagnetic fields are the lies we feed ourselves, veiling us from seeing the corruption and waste we've fooled ourselves into believing is an Empire.

One thing is certain: things will change. People will be heard. The silence will be shattered, replaced by voices filled with the future. I hear them as flickering light fills my vision. I see them now: the woman with autumn hair and laughing eyes along with the child who shares her features. Jack with his characteristic smile, and so many others who fell in silence.

The rumble of the Sovereign's collapse is a distant lullaby; the tremors that shatter its foundations lull me to sleep as I smile at the ghosts of the past. They are a dream now, a memory that fades with the light surrounding them. 

I let the swell of their voices carry me.

––––––––

[image: ]


Finis

[image: image]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Vigil: Knight in Cyber Armor


[image: ]




Cyber Knight Saga Book One



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1


[image: ]




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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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.

"Wow. That's gotta be one helluva mind job. Go into stasis in the twenty-first century, and wake up to this." He gestured to the dimly lit, run-down bar. Sectioned in the Warrens, it reflected the area's reputation for being the worst district in Neo York. The walls were cracked and pockmarked with holes, the tables mismatched and greasy, the floor lined with a mixed layer of spilled drinks, muck, and old vomit. Kermit hosed the place down once every three days, but it did little to make things more inviting. Not that it mattered to the regulars. Customers like Jett were there for only one reason.

The drinks were cheap.

"Yeah. It's a mind job, all right." Jett downed a shot. The burn of the cheap liquor was a welcome sensation. It was something he could feel. Something beyond the numbness.

There was no one in any of the other stasis chambers when he awakened. William Golding had set his pod to open earlier and had left Jett alone, locked in stasis with no release date. He was discovered only because scavengers had found a way inside, where they alerted the authorities after looting the place for whatever they could find. 

There was no welcome, no familiar or friendly faces. Just indifferent aides who processed him like an unwanted breed of animal. He received a holoband, a tiny living space in the Warrens, and a job in the sewage department, wading through piss and shit every day. His sole companion for twelve hours was a hovering, all-purpose robotic tool. He made just enough to purchase meal rations, utilities, and second-hand clothes. He spent the little he had on drinks in Kermit's Pub.

"I didn't think it was gonna be like ... this." Jett grimaced. "When they finished building the Havens, there was this glorious feeling. The promise of a new future. Something better. We all felt it. Hope, you know? Even when you didn't get selected, you still felt good knowing a better world was secured. Things were as bad as they could get. There was no way the future would be anything like that. Just no way."

LeBlanc took a swallow of beer. "Yeah, fate has a wicked sense of humor."

Kermit glanced in their direction. "Shut up a minute. The lottery numbers are on."

The bar quieted when the flickering picjector in the corner projected a holographic display. The numbers rattled off while everyone held a collective breath. Everyone but Jett. He knew his chances of hitting were as likely as waking up back in 2046 from a bad dream.

The announcement ended, and everyone returned to their drinks and inebriated conversations. Someone in Neo York had scored a fortuitous new life in Haven Core, but it wasn't any of them.

LeBlanc turned back to his beer with a wry grin. "Well, hell. Another chance for life in paradise down the drain. Just like the last forty years and change."

"Maybe tomorrow," Jett said.

LeBlanc laughed. "Yeah, maybe tomorrow. Listen, I'd love to pick your brain about the old days. Been seeing you in here most nights. Maybe we can chat again sometime."

"Yeah. Maybe."

A wide smile stretched across LeBlanc's face. "Yeah? That's great, man. Well, I gotta roll. These cases don't get solved by themselves."

Jett felt a jolt of curiosity, despite himself. "Cases?"

"Yep. I'm what they call a Troubleshooter. I handle cases that slip through the cracks, stuff the RCE turns a blind eye to. Looking out for the little man. For a small fee, of course."

"So, you're like a private eye or something?"

Confusion flickered across LeBlanc's face. "Nothing private about my eyes, Chief."

"That's what we called them back in the day. Private detectives."

"Oh." LeBlanc grinned. "Yeah, that sounds about right."

"Sounds a lot better than what I do."

"Keep your head up, man. Everyone starts at the bottom. Gotta kick and scratch your way up around here."

Jett gave a listless nod. "Yeah. Thanks."

"See you next time." LeBlanc slipped a threadbare trench coat on, swiped his holoband across the counter scanner, and strode out into the night.

Kermit chuckled, wiping a beer mug with a greasy rag. He was a hairless giant whose girth suggested he once had been a bruiser before letting flab conquer the muscle. "Piece of advice: don't go buying into the junk that comes outta LeBlanc's mouth. His only talent might be his gift for gab. The only reason he ain't been smoked is 'cause he can talk his way outta anything."

"So he's not really a Troubleshooter?"

"He calls himself one. Won't tell you he's gotta be the worst Troubleshooter in the world. You meet a real Troubleshooter and you'll know what I mean. Those guys have an edge, killer instinct and all that. LeBlanc ... he's just a worthless prick with delusions of grandeur. Professional snoop is about all he can claim to be."

Jett nodded and lifted his shot glass. "One more for the road."

Kermit snorted. "Whaddya take me for, a schmuck? You're tapped out, compadre. I know how much you pull, sewer rat. I'm not letting you dig a hole you can't get out of. Call it professional courtesy."

"I know what to call it." Jett swiped his holoband. The scanner flashed green, adding a discreet reminder of his embarrassingly low balance of v-notes. 

"Hey, listen." Kermit dropped his voice and leaned forward. "You looking to make some real scratch, let me know. The only thing sewer diving is good for is working scabs to death. There's a lot of better opportunities to get over, if you know what I mean."

Jett felt an uneasy feeling settle in his stomach. "Yeah, like what?"

"You're a big dude. Lots of cats are hiring on muscle all the time. I know people. Can put a good word in for you if you're interested."

Jett reached for his coat. "Let me think about it."

"You do that. When you get tired of sloshing around in other people's shit, that is." Kermit's face and tone were nonchalant, but Jett still felt the sting of contempt as he exited the bar into the frigid air outside.

Flakes drifted down, a dirty mixture of ash and snow the locals dubbed snash. It was impossible to see where it originated from since brief glimpses of the sky were only visible in between the massive, sprawling, interconnected tenements and shacks that made up the heart of the maze-like Warrens. Even then, the glimpses only revealed a thick haze that prevented any true view of the sky or stars. The night lights were windows on high-rise stacks that stretched to infinity and winking flashes from surveillance drones that listlessly scanned the city in periodic sweeps. A few floaters dotted the city's heights as well—flying vehicles reserved for the RCE and other city-regulated personnel or residents rich enough to afford them. The less wealthy drove in hovering skimmers or regular wheeled cars they called rollers. Most everyone else took public transport or walked.

Jett thrust his hands in his pockets, once again regretting spending v-notes on booze instead of a good pair of gloves. Fur-lined, leather—like the ones he saw at the shop in the Garment District. He'd have to stop drinking for at least two months to afford them, and he just didn't have the self-discipline. He couldn't imagine going sober for that long and still being able to face the city.

Steam billowed from gutters and manholes, creating a fog that crawled like tentacles through the narrow streets and alleys. It was late, but streams of residents trundled along. Nearly every person had glowing goggles or holovisors that altered visual data, transforming the person's surroundings into a more palatable option of choice. Some people viewed the city as it appeared in its bustling, pre-Cataclysm heyday. Others walked through fantasy cities of sweeping towers and cathedrals. There were anime settings, outer space settings, anything to take the resident's minds from focusing on the filth and decay of their actual surroundings. 

Neon flickered on ugly buildings, fluorescent heartbeats pulsing in the murk. Hooded and masked bruisers leaned against the walls of tattoo shops, bars, and Haze parlors, scowling and offering lewd suggestions to passersby. Prostitutes with striking wigs and painted faces stood under bright lights to disguise the sags and wrinkles of their well-worn bodies, sidling up to anyone who met their gaze. Occasionally screams and cries for help echoed out of the dark alleyways.

Jett kept his head down and his eyes straight, having learned better than to stare or even greet anyone he passed. Too many near-violent encounters from twitchy gang members, tough acts, or plain old muggers. Too many sultry whispers from night ladies who immediately sensed his loneliness, the dull ache for intimacy he tried so hard to bury.

He continued his sludgy trek home, a shadow in a city of shadows, a whisper in a city of shouts.

He was nearly there when someone brushed past him, running at top speed before cutting into an alley. The runner was small, lithe, fast, and dressed in loose, baggy black clothes with a heavy hood like nearly everyone in the city. The universal dress code seemed a collective, unconscious response to the spy drones. When everyone was hooded or masked, it was harder to ID anyone.

Jett immediately checked to see if he'd been pick-pocketed before remembering he had nothing of value. Shouts rang out behind him, and he sprang back against a wall as a gang of men ran past, faces obscured by hoods and masks. Had to be bangers, as people called them. In his day, they were known as thugs, gangsters, or as he used to call them: target practice. He counted at least fifteen, all who followed the runner down the alley. One of them spoke in a guttural voice.

"Dead end. Got her now."

Her.

Jett pulled his hood over his head, trying to steady his beating heart. Go home. Nothing you can do. Nothing you haven't seen before.

He slowly walked past the alley. Head down, eyes straight. The drones would pick it up. The RCE would take care of the situation. Even if they didn't, there was no reason for him to get involved. Not without putting his own life at risk.

Raise hell, die well.

The phantom phrase stopped Jett in his tracks. He hadn't thought of the words since he awakened from stasis. They were part of the past. Part of his old life. They were dead, just like him.

He raised his head. Looked down the alley.

The bangers surrounded the girl, who defiantly stared them down. Her hands balled into fists.

"Get away from me. I'm warning you ... "

They gathered around, leering and giggling while they shoved her around. She took a swing at one of them, surprising him with a solid right hook. He dropped to the ground, holding his jaw. The rest of the gang just laughed.

"Look at her stupid face. Jade got stugs."

"You got stugs, jade? Lemme see 'em."

"Ha. We cut 'em off, make jade again."

"Jade look too pretty. We fix that."

"Yeah, we fix her up good. Who first?"

Jett stepped up so they could see him. "I am."

They whirled around when he spoke. The girl plastered against the wall seemed far away, pale with shock. She was just a kid. A crowd of masked faces stared at him without surprise or fear. The only thing he saw was annoyance.

"Who you 'pose to be, old man?"

"He seven-thirty."

"You deflicted or something?"

"Maybe he dom. He into it."

"You dirty old man? Wanna watch us mush this cunny bunny?"

"Yeah, I wanna watch." Jett's fingers closed into fists. The world swayed—adrenaline mixed with alcohol. "I wanna watch you hurt. I wanna watch you die."

They were shocked into silence. Finally, a chorus of laughs erupted.

"See—scab seven-thirty."

"Scab got death wish."

"Okay, elderberry." One of them stepped forward, something glinting in his hand. "You wanna see your guts? I feed 'em to you."

He lunged, makeshift knife flashing. Jett sidestepped, grabbing the knife wrist and slamming his elbow into the banger's face with a crunching sound. He followed the move by twisting the knife back into the man's stomach. The body hit the ground at Jett's feet.

He slammed a fist against his chest, feeling fire feed his muscles. It was the first time he felt something since he awoke in the strange new world.

"Who's next, huh? Who else wants some?"

They all came at him.

"Kill 'im."

"Gonna break you, scab. Tear your face off."

He saw weapons flashing, swinging. Bats, knives, chains, pipes. The only law that brought a felony charge other than rape and murder in the Warrens was carrying a firearm, so gangs made do with cutting and bludgeoning weapons. His mind rewound, trying to remember the last time he'd faced a mob that size using only hand-to-hand combat. He quickly remembered it was never.

Don't think.

He ducked. A pipe whistled past his head. Chest shot, uppercut. The assailant staggered back. Jett whirled. Something sharp slashed through his coat, grazing his ribs. Open hand to throat, followed by a sickening gurgle as the man dropped, clutching his neck. Jett's pores broke open, trickling sweat from the enveloping heat. He snarled when a baseball bat struck his arm, numbing it from the elbow down. He turned that direction just in time to see a shiny pair of brass knuckles swing at his face. Stars danced across his vision from the sharp impact. The world spun around, and the vicious circle of masked attackers watched him fall drunkenly to the ground as the lights went out.

"C'mon, get the big bastard up."

"Tough sonovabitch ... "

"Get those chains."

"Think he snuffed Joey."

"Who cares? Gonna carve 'im like a turkey."

Jett blinked open his eyes. The taste of blood was thick in his mouth. He couldn't breathe. Thick chains were wrapped around his neck, held tightly by a burly man behind him. Several men stood in front of him, shadows with masks or goggles hiding their features. One of them stepped forward, brandishing a machete. A painted gas mask hid his features.

"Looks like jade took a powder. You satisfied, rustnuts? Feel like a boss?" The blade licked out. Jett grunted when a shallow gash opened across his chest.

Gasmask drew closer. "Gonna take my time. Show you what Crimson Kings do to—"

Jett interrupted by lifting his legs and slamming both boots into Gasmask's face. The mask shattered, the man screamed and staggered back. Jett continued the motion, stomping down on his captor's toes. The big man yelped, and the chains loosened. Jett slipped his hands under the chains and twisted, snatching himself free. He staggered two steps before a spiked bat slammed into his side. Agony lanced across his entire body. The bat followed with a blow to his back. The ground struck him in the face.

He lay there, dimly aware of curses and shouts, boots, and blunted weapons turning his body into butter. The pain was a cloud of buzzing insects, glimmering metallic ants tearing him apart. But the ground was cold. It was a welcome sensation, soothing the fire that seared his flesh. His vision blurred, gazing up through the latticework of rusted steel and concrete, where for the very first time, he saw the silvery light of the moon slicing through the clouds.

The pain lessened as the men shuffled in haphazard positions around him. Someone yelled in a shocked, disbelieving voice.

"Holy shit, it's him."

"Him who?"

"Vigil."

"Vigil dead, numbtard. Ain't been seen since—"

Something hummed. Electricity lifted the hairs on Jett's arms. A body struck the ground beside him, convulsing. The air filled with grunts, metallic whistles, dull impacts, sharp snaps, and shrieks of pain.

Jett clenched his teeth and forced himself up, ignoring the protests of his bruised and battered body. One of his eyes had swollen shut, and he had to squint with the other. For a dazed second, he thought he had been hit in the head too hard.
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