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Аннотация
Soldier. Mercenary. Vigilante. Hero.

All Jett Thorne wanted to do was survive the end of the world. Placed in hibernation for over three centuries, he awakens to a country he no longer knows in Neo York, a city that thrives on corruption and violence. A chance encounter with a dying vigilante gives him the drive to do something about the depravity around him. Adopting the mantle of Vigil, he will wage a one-man war on the criminals who prey on the citizens of Neo York.
But war is not without repercussions, and Jett finds himself in need of allies when the criminal underworld pushes back. He encounters the enigmatic man named Incognito and Ronnie Banks, an ambitious detective with a personal agenda. Jett will have to decide whether or not to trust them with his secrets, and he will have to choose quickly. Because enemies high and low conspire against him, and every one of them wants to be the first to kill Neo York's new hero.
Vigil is born of superhero tropes, mixing the tech of Iron Man with the stealth and cunning of Batman. Fans of graphic novels and associated movies will feel right at home. Be sure to grab your copy today!


Bard Constantine
Vigil: Knight in Cyber Armor


Other Books in the Havenworld Universe

Havenworld
Silent Empire
The Troubleshooter: Four Shots
The Troubleshooter: New Haven Blues
The Troubleshooter: The Most Dangerous Dame

After the Cataclysm nearly wiped out humanity, the remnants survived in Havens: city-sized constructs built to reboot society and usher in a new age of mankind.
However, the new age was not the type the architects had envisioned. The same greed and lust for power that existed before the Cataclysm resurfaced and the Havens quickly became quagmires of political and economic conflict that threatened to destroy the future envisioned by the Haven's founders.
This is the world of Jett Wolfe, a man awakened from a grim past to a darker future. A man without a purpose. But when a masked vigilante dies saving his life, Jett becomes a man with a mission. He takes up the mantle of a cyber knight in a city without hope. When your life is on the line, and there is no one to call, look to the skyline. You just might see a new breed of hero.
Jett Wolfe is… 
Ⓥ
Vigil

Chapter 1

September 21, 2046
Jett Wolfe fled from the end of the world.
The silence was the most unnerving 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 too 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 rioting, looting, murder sprees, and general mayhem was terminated by the release of the Peacekeepers. Anyone committing a violent crime was ruthlessly targeted and eliminated by the black-armored synthetic troopers. Once it was clear Haven Core was sealed and armed against any sort of intrusion, even the most hardened protester realized it was over.
They 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 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 depressed colors. Anyone not hunkered down would be torn from the world 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. Either by the storm or their suicide mission, they were all dead men walking. 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 heavy 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 were haunted, 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. The ACU was disbanded, the collective units left 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 capacity deemed necessary 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 either 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 Jisei, who didn't say a word. She sat in silence, no expression visible behind the ballistic face mask that she never removed on a mission. The rest of her was covered in sleek body armor with attachments that housed 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 abandoned 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 place 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 were moving in the ruins around the compound, but the nearest one had already reloaded his rocket launcher and had taken aim again.
Jett squeezed a volley off. The Deviant's head snapped back, haloed by a cloud of misty blood. The rocket fired upward; 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, 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; metallic ricochets rang all around him. 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. Anything above him he didn't worry about. That was where Headshot came in.
As if to verify the thought, a Deviant tumbled from a broken tower, landing at Jett's feet with a hole in the center of his forehead. Jett took a moment to kneel and reload his rifle. 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 being 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 rear guard 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 so intensely his molars vibrated; the breath left his lungs as if his armor was made of paper. The air flashed; 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 it was simply eaten by the sucking, rippling, gaping wound in the sky 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. Bodies were snatched up 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 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."
The team rushed forward. Jett stood at the entrance, waving them in. His voice was snatched by the same brutal wind that nearly plastered him against the wall. Squinting, he braved a look at the coming catastrophe. Just the sight nearly overwhelmed his senses. The sky was tortured by fire and lighting. 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 to realize he had been repeatedly shot in the back. As he fell forward, 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. "What the hell are they attacking for? 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 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 actually 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 started.
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; 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. Massive monitors lined the walls, most displaying screen snow. Stainless steel islands and tables were overlain with computers and prototype tech. 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 that's been 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 Deacon 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 Deacon 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. It was 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; 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 Deacon 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 be turned to 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 door that was previously sealed 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 face of a man who gave orders and expected them to be obeyed.
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 so 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 all the cameras were destroyed. Anything on the surface will be annihilated within the next forty-eight hours. The fallout will contaminate the atmosphere for the next few centuries. There is nothing we can do except hibernate, entrusting our lives to this technology in order 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 really 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 for as long as he could; until black specks danced across his vision. The air finally expelled 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

Ⓥ

Chapter 2

Good evening. You're with Cam Danvers on another NYN news Fast Break. The weather might have cooled off some of the gang war altercations, but it hasn't stopped the murder rate 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 in the thousands. 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. Sandy hair pulled back into a wispy ponytail, buckshot stubble across his cheeks, and large front teeth that made Jett immediately think of a rodent when the man gave him a friendly grin.
"Tim LeBlanc's my name. The 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; able to project an interactive holographic display in visually stunning clarity. It possessed all of his records, his identification, his 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 let out a loud guffaw. "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 present as well, regarding him with a coldness he couldn't decipher. 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, dilapidated 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 the place more palatable. 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 was resuscitated. William Golding had set his pod to open earlier and had left Jett alone, locked in stasis with no release date. He was only discovered because scavengers had found a way inside, where they alerted the authorities after looting the place for whatever wasn't bolted down.
There was no welcome, no familiar or friendly faces. Just indifferent aides who processed him like an unwanted breed of animal. He was given 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 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 went back 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 they were called back where I'm from. 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 one and 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 anyone's ever seen. 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 and added a discreet reminder display of his remaining v-notes. The amount was embarrassing.
"Hey, listen." Kermit dropped his voice and leaned forward. "You looking to make some real scratch, let me know. 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 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 on 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 flashes 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 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 so far he just couldn't find 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 was 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 robbers. 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 any one individual.
Jett immediately checked to see if he'd been pick-pocketed before remembering he had nothing to steal. 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 toughs, as they were called. In his day there 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 toughs 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 stiff right hook. He dropped to the ground, holding his jaw. The rest of the gang just laughed.
"Look 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 to 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 tough'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; sweat trickled from an 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 span around; a vicious circle of masked attackers watched him fall drunkenly to the ground. 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 slammed 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, 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.
A man in a gleaming helmet and a dark trench coat fought against the remaining members of the gang. But unlike Jett, he appeared to be winning.
Must be this Vigil they were talking about.
He wasn't faster than any of his assailants. He didn't appear stronger. But he was brutally efficient, unleashing salvos of blows while still defending against oncoming attacks. Streamlined gauntlets were secured to his hands and upper arms, lit in neon blue symmetric patterns, humming he struck an opponent. Blue sparks showered as the men fell like dead weight.
It wasn't long before the alley was littered with unconscious bodies. Four of the gang remained, circling Vigil. Moving cautiously. Fearfully. Staying out of range of his energy-charged gauntlets.
Vigil raised a casual hand. The gloves pulsed, a blast fired from a sphere in his palm. One of the men went sprawling, electric arcs sizzling across his body. Vigil leaped forward, knocking another clean off his feet with a powerful right hook. Only two remained — the heavily muscled man who had nearly strangled Jett with chains, and a small, cowardly man who thought better of his involvement and darted for the mouth of the alley. Vigil's arm whipped forward. A glimmering cable wrapped around the runner's legs, bringing him down.
The big man growled, flexing thick arms encircled by glimmering dragon tattoos. "Think you got toys? I show you toy." He slid back his holoband. Thin cables whipped out, encircling his fist, creating an outline of some strange weapon. Translucent gel discharged, instantly hardening and completing the formation of a handgun unlike any Jett had seen before. It trembled erratically, pulsating with violet light before firing a blinding stream of energy. Vigil leaped to the side as the beam whipped by, striking the building behind him.
The ramshackle construction groaned from the gaping wound that punctured its crumbling bowels. It tilted drunkenly, then came down in a rumbling collapse of ancient brick and mortar. Jett choked as dust and debris enveloped the alley. He was barely able to see the large man run past, stopping only to help his friend get up.
"C'mon, Slick. We ghost." They ran out the alley and vanished.
Jett pulled his shirt over his mouth, looking for the man who saved his life. A gust of wind pushed some of the dust away, allowing him to see a bit clearer. He caught sight of a glint of silver half-buried under a pile of rubble. It was Vigil. He wasn't moving.
Jett grunted, using all his strength to shove away a large piece of broken wall. Vigil groaned in pain as his entire body spasmed. He lifted a trembling hand and tapped something on the back of his helmet. The metallic surface shimmered, then slid back in thin sections into a thick, banded strap. Jett was surprised by the face behind the mask.
Vigil was an old man. His face was chiseled but careworn, wrinkles etched in the skin like lines on a weathered map. White hair plastered to his damp forehead. He grimaced in pain; teeth clamped together in a defiant snarl.
"Take the helmet."
Jett looked at him in surprise. "I have to get you to a hospital. The building fell right on top of you. The injuries…"
"Injuries don't matter." Vigil grimaced again, glaring at Jett with shimmering eyes. "It's my heart."
"Your heart?"
"Yeah. Been coming a long time. Take the helmet. Gauntlets, too."
"I can't just—"
"Do it, kid." Vigil's hand shot forward, grabbing Jett by the collar. "I just saved your ass, so you owe me." He snatched the headgear off. The gauntlets compressed with a flick of his wrists, sliding into metallic bands. He yanked off his trench coat, wrapped the equipment in it, and shoved the bundle into Jett's chest.
"Don't have my body armor. Wouldn't be in this predicament if I'd worn it. Didn't expect to be fighting tonight. Or ever again." He chuckled painfully. "Old habits are hard to break, I guess. Saw what you did. Standing up for the girl. Anyone else would have kept walking. You didn't. Maybe there's hope for this city, after all."
Jett glanced around. "Listen, paramedics should be here any minute. Try to hold on until they—"
Vigil barked a laugh. "In this part of the city? Don't be stupid. I'm a goner. Just don't want anyone to connect the dots. That's why you're taking the gear."
"What am I supposed to do with it?"
"Sell it. Throw it away. Or use it."
"Use it for what?"
"To fight." Vigil's lids drooped, his voice trailed to a whisper. "I made a choice… long time ago. No more… compromise. No more turning a blind eye. You see something wrong… you do something about it. No matter what the cost. You do something."
His head snapped up; his arm gripped Jett's shoulder with surprising strength.
"You do something."
The statement seemed to drain the last of his energy. His eyes closed, his head lolled forward. Jett had seen it many times before. A soldier finally at peace. The faces of his fallen team flashed across his memory. So many dead. So many ghosts. And now another. A stranger who didn't hesitate to give his life to protect others.
Jett carefully leaned Vigil against the wall, feeling a surprising swell of grief for a person he had only known for a few moments. He stood, ignoring the jolts of pain from his injured limbs. For a long stretch he closed his eyes in silence, giving the man a respectful moment. The words came to him before he knew it.
"Raise hell, die well."
He clutched Vigil's gear under his arm and left the alley just as the RCE units approached. Limping and trembling with pain, he made his way back home. The city continued its concert of depression and debauchery around him, but for once Jett didn't feel it. The load on his shoulders had lifted.
He was alive.

Chapter 3

Agent Ronnie Banks walked onto the grounds of another disaster, taking in the damage with a critical eye. The alley was partially obstructed by the collapse of one of the abandoned tenements. Bodies were trapped under the rubble and littered across the ground. And as usual, not a single witness in sight, nor a drone in range that captured anything but the aftermath. She sighed.
Just another night in the Warrens.
"Looks like someone shot off some good ol' contraband." Isaac ran his metallic fingers along the damaged area of the building. "I'll run a scan, but I'm pretty sure this is from a biogun. 358 model, black market version. They're always a bit more unstable."
Ronnie nodded. "If you say it's a biogun, then that's what it is."
"Won't be certain until the scans verify it."
"Don't be shy, Isaac. You haven't made a wrong call yet."
"First time for everything."
Ronnie grinned. Isaac was a simdroid, which meant his calculations were never wrong. Although he wore the same uniform, his gleaming, alloyed shell marked him for anything but a regular officer. When Ronnie made Agent, the promotion came with an upgrade: a partner that wouldn't die near as easily as many of her previous ones.
She lifted the wrist of a prone gang member, where a crown dripping with blood was tattooed. "Crimson Kings. Up to no good as usual." She glanced at the toughs she had cuffed and lined up against the wall. They were a diverse group, but shared a common look with multiple ear and face piercings, shaved and partially shaved heads, and so much ink that skin was barely visible. Every one of them sported injuries ranging from cuts and bruises to broken bones.
"Looks like someone ran through you boys pretty good. Lost about six soldiers. Wanna talk about what happened?"
The usual chorus of streetspeak greeted her.
"You think we rats? No snitch, jade."
"No squeal, no deal. Call a SAUL, pig."
"Not scared of bar duty. Love it. Fam reunion."
"You fab, pig. Sit on my face; I tell what you want."
"Really?" She smiled. "That's a nice proposition. After all, you're already tied up." She pulled a black baton from the holster at her side. A twist of the handle made green lights glimmer on the surface. "Know what this is, big boy?"
The tough swallowed, fighting to maintain his tough veneer. "Vibrator?"
She tapped him on the neck with the baton. His face turned a sickly color, and he doubled over, vomiting everything in his stomach. Ronnie took a few steps back to avoid the disgusting bile. The sickly smell was nearly overwhelming. The tough's knees buckled, and he fell into the pile of puke, dry heaving as if trying to spit out his esophagus.
Ronnie eyed the remaining toughs, who whose faces paled with revulsion and unease. "Anyone else wanna to play?"
"Wait, cop. Put up sick-stick. We talk."
"Yeah, we spill, pig. Love bacon."
She slid the baton back in its holster. "Good. So… ?"
"Vigil."
Her mouth twisted. "What? Don't try to play me. You'll get what he got."
"Not playing, pig. Vigil. Shiny helmet. Laser gloves."
"Yeah. He jump us."
"Come from nowhere."
"Minding business, then boom."
"Beating, breaking bones…"
"We shivers."
"Yeah, need protection. Safer behind bars."
Ronnie massaged her forehead. "Shut up. Just shut the hell up. Isaac, round these idiots up and get them processed."
One of the thugs screwed up his face. "What we do, cop?"
"Scanner's not tagging any of your holobands. Means you cloned them. That's a felony. Maybe you'll feel like talking after a few nights in the slammer."
She continued to scan the area. "Got another body over here, Isaac."
"Be there in a minute." Isaac continued to herd the gang into an armored van, ignoring their threats and curses.
Ronnie knelt, examining the corpse. "What were you doing out here, old man?" She scanned his holoband. "Wayne Thomas. Sixty-eight years old. No immediate family. Retired cop." She shook her head. "Damn it. You deserved better than this."
"A former shield soldier?" Isaac walked over, metallic skin glinting in the dim light. "What a shame."
"Yeah. Maybe he saw something, tried to intervene. Or maybe just a case of wrong place, wrong time." She glared at the van. "Don't think those toughs are gonna be good for info. They know the game. System will kick them out in a day or two."
Isaac pulled a screen of data up on his tablet. "Well, at least one other person knows something."
"You got a ping on a legal band? Wonders never cease."
"Even we catch a break sometimes. Playback from signal transponders places someone else at the scene. Easy to trace and track. Want to ask him some questions?"
Ronnie slid the screen from the tablet to her holoband and glanced at the picture. "Who is this guy?"
Ⓥ
Jett woke up under the blush of newborn sun. The light brightened the linen sheets, brightened the face of the beautiful woman whose face was just inches away from his own.
Tatsu smiled. One her rare, secret smiles. "You're late for work."
The voice was robotic, alien. Jett drew back in surprise. "What's wrong, Tatsu?"
Her blood-streaked face gazed back at him, eyes filmed over in death.
The dream shattered.
"Jett Wolfe, you are late for work."
Jett sat up, nearly screaming from the flare of pain that started from his back and flared across his entire body. He raised a hand to his throbbing temples and glanced at the blinking clock panel on the wall.
"Why didn't you wake me?"
"I woke you several times. You used foul language and requested more time to sleep."
"Still need more time."
"I'm afraid I will have to inform Mr. Brown of your refusal to appear."
Jett's teeth clenched. "You know what — go ahead. Tell him I'm not coming in today."
"Is that your final decision?"
"Yeah. Now quit bothering me."
Jett slumped back down, trying to burrow his face into the flat, hard pillow. He knew exactly what would happen next.
The narrow window next to the bed fizzled; static dancing across the surface before morphing into a heavyset, scowling face.
Harry Brown squinted his beady eyes. "What's this about you not coming into today, Jett?"
"Don't feel good."
"Don't feel good? So what? You know I got a million scabs waiting in line for your job. If you don't show, you go. You know the rules."
Jett groaned and sat up. "Not like I don't want to come in. I can't."
"Can't? You can walk, can't you? What else do you need?"
"Look, I was mugged last night. I can barely move. I need some time to recuperate."
"You were mugged? For what — your pocket lint?" Harry guffawed at his quip. "Well, I still need you at your station, Jett. Tell you what — I'll send you something to take care of your pain, and you get your ass over here ASAP. Deal?"
Jett sighed. "Deal."
"It's still coming out your v-notes. I'll take it back in installments. You know, to make it easier on you."
Jett gingerly rolled out the bed as the screen went blank, becoming a window again. The headgear and gauntlets were where he left them at the foot of the pull-out bed. He pushed the bed up and into the wall, then dropped down to open a hidden latch that the last owner had built into the floor. Dropping the gear into the safe, he closed the latch back and pulled a faded, frayed rug over it.
His boxpad was a rusty, refurbished shipping container, stacked on top of hundreds of others in his area of the Warrens. Eight feet wide, twenty feet long. Shower, toilet, kitchenette, bedroom, all in one rectangular, poorly insulated shell.
A tap on the door was followed by a parcel shoved through the mail slot. Harry's gift, flown by one of the thousands of drones that zipped across the city. Jett opened it. Two containers of pills — one for instant pain relief, the other for platelet cell acceleration, guaranteed to triple the healing period for anything but grievous wounds. He took the pills with water and his breakfast of powdered eggs and a square, hard, blackened ration bar the locals called shit bricks. The quivering sensation of his wounds knitting was nearly as painful as the injuries. He gritted his teeth and tried to ignore the feeling. He had work to do.
Ⓥ
"Okay, Zip. I need a weld right here." Jett pointed to a large pipe, where brownish liquid steadily dripped. His voice echoed in the dark.
"Zip happy. Zip work hard."
Zip's jets sputtered, making his shell rattle like an empty trash can. The cylindrical robot was a rusty hunk of junk that constantly needed repairs, but Harry's Plumbing didn't upgrade or buy anything new until the old equipment literally fell apart. Zip hovered up to the pipe, ejecting an arm that applied a metallic patch. A soldering limb jerked out of another slot, hissing as it ignited a blue flame. Jett slid dark goggles over his eyes as sparks rained down, skittering across the tunnel walls.
He stood ankle-deep in brownish slop that slowly streamed through the tunnel. Somewhere in the process the waste was recycled, some used for fertilizer and slow-burning logs and candles. He didn't want to think about it. He tried to keep his mind focused, ignoring the stench and nearly overpowering sensation of claustrophobia that pressed down on him like a steel vice. He never had a problem with enclosed spaces. Not until the stasis chamber. Locked inside a tiny capsule. Centuries of being sealed in some metal coffin while the world went on around him. Forgotten. Lost.
His holoband buzzed, snapping him out of his dark thoughts. Harry's sour face fizzled onto the screen."
"What the hell have you gotten me into, Jett?"
"What do you mean?"
Harry's beady tiny eyes widened in outrage. "What do I mean? I got the RCE in my office looking for you, ya big buffoon. A dick and her robot partner. You need to get your ass here pronto."
Jett's heart thudded against his chest. "The RCE? What did I do?"
"Don't know. Don't care. You scabs are more trouble than you're worth. You know I got a million other losers waiting for your job. A job that only exists because signals are hard to catch in those tunnels. You babysit a robot, that's what your skill set is. A complete imbecile can do what you do, understand?" Harry rubbed a chubby hand through his comb-over. "Just… don't try to run, okay? If it's a misunderstanding, you can get it straightened up. If not… well, it goes better if you turn yourself in. Got it?"
"Yeah, I got it."
"Then you're coming in?"
"Yeah. Soon as the tram can get me there."
"Just get to the nearest exit. They're sending a unit to your location."
Jett signed off, feeling sick. He knew exactly why the RCE wanted to talk to him. How much did they see? How much do they know?
There was no way to find out other than comply. He glanced at Zip. "Hang it up, Zipster. Head to the charging station. We'll pick this up tomorrow." If I'm not locked up by then.
"Zip not finished."
"Just do it, Zip." Jett splashed toward the wall ladder, where he could ascend to street level.
Ⓥ
"Jett Wolfe. Black male. Thirty-eight years old. Six feet, three inches. Two hundred thirty-six pounds. Employed by Harry's Plumbing, who has a city contract repairing sewage pipes." Ronnie glanced up from her tablet. "Scab work."
The big man sitting across from her didn't appear afraid or nervous. Listless was the word that sprang to her mine. He didn't have the look of someone who'd just entered a high-security building with prospects of leaving anytime soon in doubt. She didn't know if that was foolish or brave. Maybe he just didn't know the stakes.
He didn't appear to hear the last dig, aimed at getting him riled up. Off balance. He just sat there, looking into space with deep brown eyes, face locked in blank mode. He had the chiseled profile, thick neck and broad shoulders of a man who worked out, or worked hard. She figured it was the latter. The scent of his recent sewer dive still clung to him like cologne. His head was shaved, and a thin goatee framed his lips and chin.
He was badly bruised. One side of his face was half-swollen, and purplish-black bruises stood out on his arms. She figured his entire body was covered in injuries. His blood work showed healing accelerators, which meant he had looked much worse earlier.
"Here's the more interesting part. Says here that you're a layover."
He looked puzzled. "Layover?"
"Technical label for recovered hibernation survivors."
"You mean a Defrost."
She smiled. "So you've heard the term. It's considered derogatory; we don't officially use it. Your file states you spent over three hundred years in a stasis pod. You were there." Her voice dropped to a hushed tone. "At the Cataclysm."
He visibly trembled, eyes slowly focusing to stare at her. "I was there."
She leaned forward despite herself. "My God. What… what was it like?"
He was silent for such a long time that she thought he didn't hear her. But finally, the words grated from his mouth. "It was hell."
"You've been here for six months. Nearly in the safe zone."
"Safe zone?"
"According to the stats, most layovers commit suicide or get themselves killed within eight months. Something about the time gap, feelings of loss, not having a place in the world, and the loneliness, depression… it eats at a person. They usually end up quickly turning to increasingly dangerous crimes, or like I said — self-termination."
He met her eyes with a steady gaze. "I'm not a stat."
She smiled. "I think I can see that, Mr. Wolfe."
"Call me Jett."
"Okay, Jett. I'm curious. What was your profession before the Cataclysm?"
His response surprised her. "I was like you."
"You were RCE?"
"No, but I remember when rescue, combat, and enforcement units were all rolled into one cohesive organization. Nathan Ryder was behind that. He was behind a lot of things. I wasn't RCE, though. I was ACU."
Her eyebrows rose. "You fought Imperials? Wow."
"Yeah, I was in an Aberrant Control Unit. Tactical team deployed to combat metahuman threats. You know about the Imperial War?"
"Bits and pieces."
"Well, humanity won. But in doing so, we broke the planet. There was mass chaos in those days. The ACU went from a military institute to a peacekeeping organization. We were law and order. The last line against total anarchy."
"What was your rank?"
"I was a major."
She was impressed, despite herself. She didn't know what she expected when Jett turned himself in, but she sure didn't expect a relic from the Imperial War. She couldn't help but feel a strange kinship to the man. He wasn't so different from her. Fighting a war where victory was impossible. She knew exactly how that felt.
Isaac shifted from his position in the corner. She knew he was studying her. The interrogation was nothing like they had originally planned. She mentally refocused. Remember what you brought him in for.
"Okay, Jett. I appreciate you coming in voluntarily. But I need you to continue to be honest with me. Can you do that?"
"Sure."
"Let's start with where you were at two-fifteen a.m. this morning."
He narrowed his eyes. "You know exactly where I was. I'm sure my holoband showed up when you ran the crime scene."
"You were there in the alley. What happened?"
He leaned back, folding his arms. "A girl was chased into the alley by a gang of thugs. I tried to intervene."
"By yourself?"
He shifted his shoulders, lowering his gaze. "I had been… drinking. Wasn't thinking straight."
"I guess not. Though if 'not thinking straight' means trying to defend helpless citizens against possible rape and murder, I hope everyone in this city starts drinking what you had."
A stiff smile curved his lips. "I got my ass handed to me."
"Yeah, I can see that. What happened then?"
"One guy pulled out some strange weapon. It… morphed from his holoband. The shot missed but took down the building. I was lucky to get away alive."
"Yeah, biogun. Not the thing a normal thug would carry."
"Biogun?"
"Polymorphic liquid alloy firearm. Basically, it's a handgun powered by the body's energy. Fires thermal rounds capable of… well, you saw what they're capable of."
"Yeah."
"What about the old man?"
He stiffened. "What old man?"
"We found a Mr. Wayne Thomas dead at the scene. Former Agent. Retired from the RCE thirty years ago. Lived a respectable life running a small business and contributing to his community."
Jett shook his head. "I didn't know him."
"Did you see him? We couldn't find any serious wounds other than injuries from the falling building. Coroner says the cause of death was heart failure. But he was far away from his home in Manhaven. Do you have any idea why he would be at a busted-up alleyway in the Warrens?"
He raised his head, looking her in the eyes. "I wish I could help you out, Detective. But the truth is, I never met the man before and have no idea what he was doing there."
Ronnie glanced at Isaac, who shook his head. She turned back to Jett.
"Alright, I think we have everything we need. You're free to go."
Surprise flashed across his face before he suppressed it. "Okay."
"Anything comes up, any follow up questions… we expect you to cooperate."
"I understand."
She watched as he slipped a shabby jacket on and walked to the door.
"Hey, Jett."
He turned around.
"There's help if you need it. Free counseling available to ease layovers into society. You don't have to feel alone."
He silently studied her for a moment. "Do you feel alone, Agent Banks?"
"I…" She hesitated, caught off guard by the question.
A sad, broken smiled crossed his face. Tipping his fingers, he walked out of the room.
She turned to Isaac. "Well?"
"My link to the chair pad secured the proper readings. Pulse, body movement, temperature. And of course, I scanned his face and eyes for accurate evaluation."
"And?"
"He was mostly telling the truth."
"Mostly?"
"That last part. About not knowing what Mr. Thomas was doing in the alley. That was the only detectable lie."
"So… he wasn't lying about trying to save some girl from being attacked?"
"If he was, it wasn't detectable by any of my sensors. I don't think he's that good."
"Yeah, me either." She ran her fingers through her tight, curly hair. "Think it's worth it to chase this any further?"
"Seems an open and shut case. Mr. Thomas died of heart failure, so no homicide investigation. No other deaths except gang members. Their injuries appear to be the result of the building falling on them, save for a few unexplainable broken bones and a stab wound. I think we can chart that up to Mr. Wolfe's rescue attempt."
"He'd have to be a one-man wrecking machine."
"He is ex-military. I ran the data on the unit he described. The ACU units were quite formidable in their day."
"Something still doesn't add up. Hell. It's a dead end. We have a stack of cases more pressing than this one."
"Want to put Mr. Wolfe on our watch list? Keep an electronic eye on him?"
She considered for a moment. "No. I think he's been through enough."
"Surprise, surprise. Veronica Banks having an empathetic moment. This guy must really impress you."
"Don't call me Veronica." She spoke absently, mind working things over. "Something about him. Can't put my finger on it. He's… different."
"He's vintage, for one."
"Yeah, can you imagine sleeping for over three hundred years? The disorientation of waking up to another world, another time… it's a wonder he can even function."
"Not something one could recover swiftly from."
"Yeah." She stared at the door, frowning. "Okay, we're done for now. Unless we can trace the biogun that did the damage, there's not much to go on."
"And what about Vigil?"
She gave him an amused glance. "What?"
"Vigil. Short for vigilante, according to old reports. The name was given to a masked, unidentified, self-proclaimed guardian of the city. Declared a wanted outlaw by authorities, and a scourge by the criminal underworld."
"The last sighting was twenty years ago, Isaac. I was just a kid back then. Besides… most of that talk is exaggerated. Some kook in a suit made a name for himself beating up low-key thugs. Probably was killed or got hurt enough to quit that nonsense."
"So you don't believe—"
"Those idiot toughs? No chance. They're snorting bloom out there. No use taking anything they say seriously. Give it a rest, Isaac. Vigil is just an urban legend. He doesn't exist."

Chapter 4

Qhawa Villca knew the day would come. She had anticipated it arriving much sooner, but her adoptive father surprised her with his discipline. Wayne had put away the suit for good after the terrible incident and inevitable fallout. Put it away and started his new life. A regular civilian. A good life, if uneventful one.
She knew it ate at him, though. The need. The unquenchable thirst to right wrongs that occurred every minute, every hour, every day. She had never seen a person more devoted to justice. That made it all the more amazing that he could withstand the temptation for so long. He had made a promise, true. One he thought he could keep, despite every fiber in his being compelling him to do otherwise. He fooled himself, even fooled Arthur into buying the act after years of inaction.
But he couldn't fool Qhawa. She knew it was a simple matter of time.
She didn't know exactly when it started. But she saw clues over the last few months. It was the way his eyes danced when he stared into space, the anticipatory gleam she recognized from when he used to stalk the streets of Neo York and take down criminals and their enterprises. It was in the impatience of his mannerisms when she visited, as if he couldn't wait for her to leave. She thought of bringing it up. Saying the words that would put the matter in the open, dare him to deny it. But she didn't.
She knew it wouldn't have made a difference.
The quiet hum of the hovering wheelchair made her aware of Arthur's presence. She turned. His blond hair was perfectly styled, his tailored suit impeccable as always. He regarded her with red-rimmed eyes. She was surprised by the emotion in his stare. Arthur had made it clear that he never wanted to see Wayne again. Their last words together were sharp and bitter, weapons that stabbed and cut worse than any wounds they had suffered together.
She glanced at the wheelchair. Perhaps not more than that. It was Arthur's crippling injury that ended everything, a parting gift from Mortis in their last battle with him and his minions. Wayne faced a terrible choice: save Arthur, or allow Mortis to succeed in leveling the Warrens and killing thousands. Wayne chose to stop Mortis; a crime Arthur never forgave.
"Hello, Arthur."
"Qhawa." He stared at the tombstone. A simple marker with a name and date engraved, decorated with a small series of indentations.
"He started again, didn't he?"
She nodded.
"He promised he would quit. He promised."
She said nothing, letting Arthur seethe in peace. When he finally broke down in shuddering sobs, only then did she walk over and place a comforting hand on his shoulder. Her own cheeks were wet.
"He tried, Arthur. I know he tried. Sometimes that is all we can do."
He clutched her hand and squeezed, chest heaving. "I know. It's just… I wish I could have told him. Told him… I forgave him. I forgave him a long time ago."
"He knew, Arthur. I believe he knew."
She turned at the sound of soft footsteps. An older man approached, bent over his cane but still steady in stride. His wavy mane of hair and thick beard was entirely white. A bouquet of flowers was in his hand.
He gave her a friendly nod. "Ms. Villca."
She walked over and hugged him. "Abe. Glad you made it."
He harrumphed. "Like I've any better to do. Retirement suits me no better than it suited him."
"You're too old for RCE work. Be happy with your wine cellar and your books."
He chuckled. "You always were too direct for own good, girly. That's why I like you." He gave Arthur a keen glance. "Nice to see you here, Arty. Had my doubts."
Arthur gave him a sad smile. "We were family. Once. Only right to pay my respects."
"Yeah, the dead always get respect." Abe knelt and laid the roses at the foot of the marker. "The living just get ignored. How is the delivery boy business going?"
Arthur sighed. "Do you really want to talk about this now?"
"Goldman is a leech. A spider with webs threaded across the whole city. Wayne would never have let a rotten scumbag like that—"
Qhawa placed a forestalling hand on his arm. "This is not the time, Abe."
He sighed through his thick mustaches. "You're right, of course. My apologies, Arthur."
"It's all right, Abe. We're all upset."
Abe turned to the gravestone. Reaching into his jacket pocket, he withdrew a flask and tipped it, spilling whiskey on the grass before raising it. "To a brave man, and a damn fool. You tried to make a difference, Wayne. It always gets you in the end." He downed a swig, paused, then handed it to Qhawa. She took a swallow, winced at the burn. Offered it to Arthur, who shrugged and downed a swallow. Wiping his mouth, he stared at the gravestone. Qhawa took his hand. Abe continued drinking.
They stayed there for a long time.
Ⓥ
Jett waited until the others left.
He was glad to know the old man had people who cared about him. Even if it was a pitiful amount, just three people to mourn a man who gave his life without complaint. And an odd lot. The man in the high-tech wheelchair was young, in his late twenties. The woman appeared around Jett's age. He couldn't guess her ethnicity. With her bold cheekbones, bronzed skin and almond eyes, she could have claimed a number of indigenous lineages. The old man had the look of someone used to giving orders. Ex-military or law enforcement, Jett guessed. They were all that showed up. It appeared Wayne Thomas was not a popular man. Or perhaps a very private one.
Who will mourn you when you die? Who will cry at your grave?
Jett exhaled a shaky breath. Everyone he knew was long dead. Dust sifted through three hundred years of trembling earth. He was just a ghost, the spirit of a man who died with his team on the eve of the world's destruction. In a way, he was very much like Wayne. He just hadn't been buried yet.
Wayne Thomas. A simple name. Not a simple man. Jett did his research. Examined every bit of info he could pull up on Vigil. Most of it was supposition and urban legend. But some of it was real. Something possessed Wayne to suit up in outlandish attire and take on crime that went unnoticed or untouched by Response units. Sightings were reported everywhere, but most often in the Warrens. The cesspool of a gutter city. The Blind Spot, as its residents dubbed it. Surveillance avoided it, The RCE took their time, often arriving just to clean up the mess. No one cared about what happened in the Warrens.
No one but Vigil.
Why did you care so much, old man?
Sporadic reports indicated a nearly decade-long time-span in which Vigil was active. The most sensational reports told of an archenemy, a terrorist named Mortis with an underground lair. Illustrations depicted a man with theatrical flair, wearing a skull-faced mask and hood like Death himself. Sounded too much like a comic book, but Jett had lived in an era where men developed unimaginable powers before it all came to an end in the Imperial War. Whatever the case, there were many accounts of Vigil's activities during that time.
Then without warning Vigil vanished. No more sightings, no more stories. A city that once dared to dream of something better descended into darkness again. Crime shot up; fear imprisoned the residents. Whatever war Vigil fought was over, with no victor ever declared. Years passed, and despondency became the norm again. Hunters and prey. Takers and losers.
"You see something wrong… you do something about it. No matter what the cost. You do something."
Jett shook his head. "But what do you do when everything is wrong? What then?"
"Take it one day at a time."
Jett's heart leaped in his throat at the sound of the familiar voice. He whirled around.
He almost didn't recognize Agent Ronnie Banks in civilian clothes. Soft leather jacket, tweed pants over ankle boots. Even her face looked softer, a sheen to her mocha skin. Her mass of curly hair was pulled back into a simple ponytail.
She smiled. "Sorry to startle you. Didn't peg you for being froggy. You were so cool in the station."
"Agent Banks. Are you following me?"
"Nope. Just paying my respects to a fallen soldier. Funny to find you here, though. Especially since you never met the man before."
He sighed. "I… was there when he died. The guy saved my life, okay?"
"So you did have an encounter."
"He was the one they shot at. Missed him, but managed to hit the building."
"Yeah, I figured that out already."
He lifted an eyebrow. "Really."
"Crime scene spoke to me. Your position made it impossible for the toughs to be shooting at you. The blast struck right next to Mr. Thomas' body. Not hard to figure out he was the target."
"The shooter got away. Any chance you can trace them like you did me?"
She shook her head. "First thing criminals do is lose their holobands. Half the ones you see on the streets are fake. Some of them are pretty good, too. The only bands that showed up in that alley were yours and Mr. Thomas'."
"Not even the girl?"
"Negative on that. Whoever your mystery girl is, she's streetwise."
"So there's nothing you can do?"
"Depends. You got something for me? A name, some identifying mark?"
Thick arms encircled by glimmering dragon tattoos. C'mon, Slick. We ghost.
He shook his head. "Nothing."
She gave an exasperated sigh. "Come on. You didn't even try."
"I want to help. Just can't remember anything."
"Well, if you get a sudden memory jolt, call me." She gave the gravestone a final glance before turning back the way she came.
He waved her down. "How do I call you?"
"I added the station number to your holoband when I checked you in. You need some friends, by the way. There's not a single other number in there."
He watched her until she entered her black-and-white RCE floater. The doors slid shut with a hiss, and the gleaming, streamlined vehicle propelled upward, joining the sporadic lines of air traffic.
Jett turned back to Wayne Thomas' grave. "You saved my life. I owe you for that. So I'll get the guy that got you. I'll take him down. For you. I can right that wrong, at least. I can do that."
Thrusting his hands in his pockets, he turned and strode away. Every step seemed lighter, despite the long walk to the tram station. Powdery flakes floated down like dirty feathers, melting as they touched the ground, like tears for an unknown soldier.
Ⓥ
Arthur Milton leaned back against the padded support of his hoverchair, hating the comfort of the ergonomic cushions. A prison shouldn't be comfortable. Shouldn't be constructed to make the life of an invalid easy. The lights in the small room were off, but the blush of multiple backlit screens provided more than enough illumination.
He glanced at the screen, where a paused recording of Jett Wolfe was displayed. Hacking into the cemetery's surveillance had been easy. He had a hunch someone else might show up. Someone who might know something about Wayne's last moments.
"Play."
The recording resumed.
The man saved my life, okay? I… was there when he died.
So you did have an encounter.
He was the one they shot at. Missed him, but managed to hit the building.
"Pause."
Arthur poured himself a finger of scotch from a nearby decanter. "Mr. Wolfe."
A Defrost. It was an incredible notion. A man frozen in time, transplanted from one era to another. Lost, alone. So terribly alone.
"Rewind two seconds, then play."
The man saved my life, okay? I… was there when he died.
"Pause. Repeat command."
The man saved my life, okay? I… was there when he died.
"Pause."
Arthur placed his chin on his fist, staring at Jett. It took a bizarre set of circumstances for that to happen. He drummed his fingers on the armrest. Downing his scotch, he tapped a button on his holoband. It buzzed for several seconds before Qhawa's face appeared on the screen. He flicked the holographic display onto the larger screen in front of him.
"I found him."
"What are you talking about?"
"None of Wayne's Vigil gear was found when they discovered his body. I ran an inventory check. One of the helmets, a protective trench and a pair of gauntlets were missing from one of Wayne's substations. There was a major brawl in the alley where Wayne was found. He was fighting some street gang when he died, so he had the equipment then. Must have been removed afterward. At first, I thought it might have been one of the gang members who got away. But another man was in the alley." He sent the image to her console.
She glanced at it. "Who is he?"
"Nobody special. Name is Jett Wolfe. Scab worker at a city plumbing company."
"Then he'll try to sell the gear. He has to know it's valuable. We can't have anything traced back to us. Give me his address, and I'll get it back."
Arthur took another sip of scotch. "Maybe we should hold off for a minute. Monitor the situation."
"For what?"
"I don't know. Just have a feeling. Maybe he didn't steal it. Maybe Wayne gave it to him."
Her eyes narrowed. "Arthur."
"What?"
"What aren't you telling me?"
He sighed. "The guy is a Defrost. Ex-military. Kept in great shape while in stasis. Better than great shape. Physically he's about as perfect as it gets."
"Don't even think about it."
He assumed his best innocent expression. "Think about what?"
"You know what. We've been down this road before. You know how it ended. I don't want any more blood on my hands."
"Look, I'm just saying let's see what Jett does. Wayne might have had his reasons for giving the gear to him."
"You're assuming Wayne gave it to him. You don't know that. For all we know, this Jett person looted Wayne's body and made off with the equipment."
"Regardless, I think we should take a hands-off approach for now."
She was silent for a moment, studying him. "It's your call. Your responsibility."
"Fine. I take full accountability."
"I'm not getting pulled into that life again, Arthur."
"You won't have to."
"You got out. You made that very clear to Wayne after the… incident."
"I know that, Qhawa."
"Vigil died with Wayne. Let them both rest in peace."
"I intend to."
"Fine. I'll leave it in your hands. But if you don't take care of it, I will."
"Agreed."
Qhawa's face softened. "How are you? I know it was tough today."
"I'm fine."
"You're sure?"
"I'll… be fine. It's okay, Qhawa."
"I'll check back with you in a few days."
"Okay. Talk to you soon."
The call winked out, leaving the cemetery recording on the screen. Arthur stared at it for a long time.
"Fast forward."
"Stop and play."
You saved my life. I owe you for that. So I'll get the guy that got you. I'll take him down. For you. I can right that wrong, at least. I can do that.
"Pause."
Arthur smiled.

Chapter 5

"I don't get this at all." Jett rotated his forearms, examining the gauntlets. Deep in the gloomy bowels of the sewers, he was free to get a closer look at them without fear of detection. They were composed of segmented alloy plates bonded to metallic mesh. The gloves were of the same material, reinforced with powdered lead sewn over the backs and knuckles for added protection and offensive impact.
He threw a few shadow punches. There was little additional weight, as if the material was comprised of lightweight fabric.
"Nice. How do I turn them on, though?"
Zip buzzed from where he hovered, soldering the patch from the other day. His domed head swiveled around. "Jett need interface."
"Yeah, but I don't see one."
"Jett has interface." A thin arm extended from Zip's shell, tapping the headgear strapped around Jett's brow.
"Okay." He fiddled with the band, searching for an activation button. "Can't seem to find a way to—"
"In back." Zip's arm tapped a button on the rear the head strap. Thin, translucent plates emerged, encircling Jett's head and face before solidifying into a silver helmet. The sudden movement startled Jett. He staggered and nearly fell, holding out his arms to steady himself.
"Whoa. Nice looking out, Zip."
Zip buzzed. "Zip happy to help."
The helmet interior lit up inside, displaying a command screen. A crisp, masculine voice intoned in Jett's ear.
"Welcome, Jett Wolfe. I am Proto, your digital assistant. This cyberdermis suit database has been reset. I will now set up a new program to accommodate you as the new user."
"Who reset the database? And how do you know my name?"
"I have synced to your holoband for easy access, downloading all pertinent information into my system. And the database was reset by the previous owner, Wayne Thomas, just before his demise."
"Okay… so what happens now?"
"Your biological characteristics are now imprinted into my system, ensuring the combat suit will not operate for any other person. You are now in command of the N6 system and all of its capabilities."
"Great. What can I do with it?"
"You are limited by the lack of complete components. However, the gauntlet tools and weapons are fully operational."
"Let's start with those, then."
"Very good. We'll begin by activating your gauntlet spanners. G-spans if prefer a shorter version."
"That works for me."
"Noted. Rotate your wrist twice the same direction in quick succession."
Jett followed the instruction. A holographic display panel sprang into view over his left g-span.
"This is your control panel for basic operation. You can also program functions as voice commands. Would you like to experience virtual reality training at this time to safely test the capabilities of your g-spans?"
"That would be great, Proto."
"Booting program now."
Jett's surroundings morphed, transforming into a digital replacement. He was on top of a rooftop, surveying moving figures on the streets below. Most of the people were outlined in a yellowish glow. A few others were illuminated in red.
"Running rescue and combat simulations."
A slow grin spread across Jett's face.
Ⓥ
"Hey, Defrost. Mind if I sit?"
Without waiting for a response, Tim LeBlanc slid onto the seat next to Jett on the bar, grinning like a mouse that just found a hunk of fresh cheese.
"Haven't seen you in a bit. Thought you might have got some class and started drinking at one of those fancy joints."
"At my pay rate? No chance. I've just been busy, is all." Jett downed his shot of whiskey. "I was hoping I'd run into you, though."
"Oh yeah?" LeBlanc's face lit up as if he'd been complimented. "What's up?"
Jett lowered his voice. "You said you're a Troubleshooter, right?"
"In the flesh."
"Do you think you can find someone for me?"
"If it lives and breathes in Neo York, I can find it or my name ain't Tim LeBlanc."
Jett glanced around. The bar was half full, but the patrons were engaged in their usual business of muttering, cursing, and drinking themselves sick. "There's a guy I'm looking for. Big, built like a football player."
"What's football?"
Jet paused, then shook his head. "Never mind. Point is, he's a big boy. Member of the Crimson Kings gang. Dragon tattoos around both arms. Might be running with a small man he calls Slick."
LeBlanc nodded, focused on every word. "Big guy, dragons, Kings, partner named Slick. Got it. Shouldn't be hard to find."
"How long will it take?"
"Meet me back here tomorrow night."
"Yeah?"
"Sure. Finding a tough like that is a piece of cake when you know where to look. Don't worry; I'll have what you want."
"Okay. One thing, though." Jett shifted uncomfortably. "V-notes are a little tight right now, so…"
LeBlanc slapped him on the shoulder. "Not to worry. I'll front you on this one. Consider it a favor. As good as v-notes, sometimes. Who knows? I might need a favor from you one day."
Jett exhaled in relief. "Hey, I really appreciate that."
"No problem. Look, I'm going to get on this right away. Go nothing going on right now. Been waiting for a little action." LeBlanc yanked his trench coat on. "Remember — tomorrow night. Same time."
"I'll be here." Jett turned to the counter scanner and swiped his holoband to clear his tab.
Kermit the bartender glanced at him. "Leaving already? You only had two drinks. I know you're good for at least three more."
"Not this time. Gotta go."
"Yeah? You ain't been around much of late. Got another gig or something?"
"A few prospects."
"Well, the offer's still on the table for muscle work. If your prospects don't fall through."
"I'll keep it in mind."
Jett walked out into the cold, pulling his furred collar up. Still have an hour or two to burn before sleep. Figure I can get in at least one more sim exercise.
He burned through the VR sessions at a steady rate, taking on a wild assortment of combat and rescue scenarios. It was hard to score a success rate on many because he didn't have the complete cyber combat suit. But he persisted, engaging again and again, familiarizing himself with unlocking the full potential of the helmet and g-spans.
"Hey — get away from me!"
Jett froze at the sound of the voice. So familiar… 
He turned, scanning the crowd of bundled pedestrians. The people walked in groups, perhaps unconsciously, perhaps not. From the swaggering street gangs in their oversized hoodies, caps, and jackets emblazoned with their respective insignias to the scabs in work clothes coming and going from one shift to the next, to the pockets of citizens huddling together as they strode along from whatever business they were involved in. It was almost like the VR simulations, groups marked by color coding, separating potential hunters and prey.
He finally spotted the source of the shout. It was the same girl he had seen in the alley, cornered by the Crimson Kings. He was sure of it, even though she was dressed entirely different. Leather pants squeezed tight on her slim legs and hips. Jacket studded with spikes, open to reveal a chainmail bodice. Dark hair long, streaked with flashes of bright red. Face painted in a garish attempt to make her look old enough to trick on the street.
A tall man with a grinning bandana wrapped around his mouth had one arm clamped on her arm, the other under her chin, forcing her head up. He leaned in, continuing his attempts to convince her. The furious expression on her face said she wasn't into what he was selling.
Jett made his way over and tapped the man on the shoulder. "Don't think the lady's interested."
The man's head whipped around. His voice was muffled by the bandana, but the words spat through with no problem. "Anyone ask you? Sod off, ya wanker."
Jett's arm shot forward, grabbing him by the scruff of his neck. "I'll only say this once. Step off before I lose my temper." He hurled the man so hard he bounced when he hit the sidewalk. The nearby crowd laughed as he scrambled to his feet and ran, throwing frantic looks over his shoulder.
Jett turned to the girl. She looked much younger up close. He doubted if she was older than fifteen.
"You okay?"
She glared at him. "You. Same one from the alley."
"That's right."
"Stop getting in the way."
He was taken aback from the fierceness of her tone. "Wait just a minute…"
Her finger jabbed into his chest. "You wait. Twice you screw the game. Get clued, yo."
"Screw the game?" His face heated so fast he was surprised the air didn't steam. "You were about to be assaulted by an entire gang. You know what they would've done to you?"
"Can take care of myself. No prob losing those numbtards."
"Oh, really? You didn't look like it."
"The whole point. So do like skel say and go sod. I'm good, yo."
Jett stared as she gave him a final warning look before shoving her way forward. In his mind he saw Wayne Thomas go limp; eyes closing, body sagging.
Jett's fists clenched. He darted through the crowds, catching up to her in a few long strides.
"Hey."
"Get lost."
He sped up, placing himself in front of her. "Not until you listen to what I have to say."
Her hand slid into her back pocket. "You want shank or something, elderberry?"
"What does that even mean? Why does everyone talk like stupid is their first language?"
Her brows knitted. "What — you don't streetspeak?"
"Does it sound like I do? What the hell is streetspeak, anyway?"
"Lingo. Quick, easy. Blow and go. No time waste."
Jett gave a rueful shake of his head. "Tweets and texts are a spoken language now. Unbelievable."
"What's tweets?"
"A sad form of ancient communication. Before your time."
She folded her arms, looking him over. "Where you from, anyhow? You different."
"I'm from another age."
It was her turn to look confused. "What?"
"You wouldn't understand. Let's cut to the chase. You almost got me killed. And a good man died, saving my life after you conveniently hit the skids. So don't act like your nose is clean."
Her head dropped, defiant stare softening. "Heard someone got off with biogun. Building fell. People… died."
"That's right. And one of them wasn't a tough. Like it or not, if you hadn't been in that alley, he wouldn't have died. So you owe it to him to straighten this out."
She gave him an angry stare. "How I pay up? Man down. Feel bad, but case closed."
"Case isn't closed. I want to know why you were there in the first place. Why you're out here dressed up like a two-dollar hooker but not selling skin."
"What's a hooker?"
Jett sighed. "Prostitute. Escort. You know — cash for, uh…"
She grinned. "Cash for cunny. You mean prossie. Trickflip. Kankibank."
"Okay, I get it. Why are you dressed like one? You didn't look anything like this the other night."
She fingered her spike-studded collar. "This camo. Masking up for lip slips."
He concentrated, trying to decipher her jargon. "So… you're undercover, looking for information?"
"Ace."
"About what?"
"Why you interested?"
"Maybe I can help."
"Why?"
"Because… it's the right thing."
She stared at him "You seven-thirty or something?"
"Don't know what that means."
She made a whirly gesture next to her head. "Brain-gassed. Nutso."
"Why? Because I want to help you?"
She dropped her gaze. "No one helps. Pay for play. Can't afford."
He reached out, gently placing a hand on her shoulder. "I'll help. No strings attached."
She shrugged his hand off as if it were a giant spider. Backing away, she held up a warning finger. "Don't touch me. Don't need you. Don't need help."
He raised up his hands. "Okay. No touching. No help. You get killed on your own. Or… maybe you trust. Just for a minute. Give me a chance." He pointed to Kermit's bar across the street. "I'm there most nights. You change your mind, look me up."
She jerked her chin that direction. "Maybe. Don't hold breath." She backed away, checking to see if he'd follow. When he remained in place, she turned and darted ahead, weaving between moving bodies under flashes of night and neon. Jett watched until she vanished before heading back home.
Forget about the girl. You have more important things to focus on.

Chapter 6

Good evening. You're with Cam Danvers on another NYN news Fast Break. Residents of the Warrens are furious with the lack of RCE response to crimes in the area. They claim their neighborhood is overlooked while districts like Manhaven feature regular patrols and fast response to emergency calls. Demonstrators clashed with Peacekeepers in front of the RCE headquarters in a display of protest gone wrong. Instead of peaceful discourse, once again the message is only more violence.

Tim LeBlanc thought about his little girl.
He smiled. His baby. Lil' Debbie, he used to call her. That was five years ago. She was just four. She was nine now. Probably didn't like being called Lil' Debbie anymore, if anyone bothered. He doubted it. That was his little nickname, something between just him and her. He was sure she went by her real name now. Deborah. If they allowed her to keep her name.
If she's even still alive.
"Looking fer cheese again, rat?"
LeBlanc glanced up. Metalmouth McGrath flashed a smile, light reflecting off his silver grin. He was a wide, flabby man with a massive head and no visible neck. Lank, dishwater-colored hair hung to his shoulder.
"Yeah, you're on the hunt again, I can see it in yer eyes. What is it this time? Lemme guess — missing pet case? Someone lose a little doggy?"
LeBlanc ignored the barb, raising his shot glass in salute. "McGrath."
The bar was grimy and dark. Other than that, it wasn't at all like Kermit's place. LeBlanc sat at the bar, taking his time with his shots. He had already hit five dives and had more to prospect, with limited funds to waste on drinking. He could have risked tracking down his regular snitches but snitching worked both ways, and the last thing he wanted was putting himself on the CKs radar. But he could haunt their favorite hangouts. Sometimes all the job required was listening. People always let something slip at bars. Loose lips sank ships a lot faster when booze was involved.
LeBlanc held two fingers up, motioning the bartender. "Give my man McGrath a double on me."
McGrath blinked, taking a seat beside LeBlanc. "What's this? The world's stingiest bastard offering to buy me a drink? What kinda setup is this?"
"No setup. A celebration. To your luck."
"My luck, eh? Funny, I don't feel so lucky."
"You should. Heard a building went down right next to your shop. Didn't scratch a single one of your bikes, though."
McGrath downed his whiskey and smacked his lips. "Yeah, that was a doozy. Bunch of CKs raising a ruckus as usual. Went from looking at bikes to chasing some young gal in the alley. All those boys after one little girl. Wasn't my business, though. Heard some shouting and yelling, then boom. Down comes the building. Somebody brought a little something extra to the party."
LeBlanc chuckled. "Yeah, I bet. Problem with the big guns is the idiots that buy 'em can't figure out how to shoot 'em." He motioned the bartender for another round.
McGrath looked mighty pleased when another shot slid in front of him. "Ain't that the truth? I tell you, back in the day me and my boys would have beat those CKs to pulp just for breathing. Chasing girls around. That's what toughs do now? I tell ya, they don't make 'em like they used to."
"Amen, brother. You get a look at what went down? Been hearing a bunch of strange rumors."
"Ya mean that Vigil bullshit?" McGrath barked a laugh. "Wasn't nothing came out that alley but a couple of CKs. Kane and the skinny little dude that follows him around all the time. Sure wasn't no masked vigilante."
LeBlanc grinned. "Crazy how warped the story gets after it hits the streets. Kane's a big dude, right?"
"Yeah, big black fella. Got them dragons inked on his arms. They gleam like real scales when the light hits 'em. That's DNA Ink work. Wouldn't mind getting one myself. A big skull with a snake threaded through the eyes. Can't afford DNA Ink, though. Maybe I should be dealing arms instead of trying to sell these skim hogs."
"Good way to get a tour of Mars, I figure. That's Kane's hustle?"
"Yeah. Runs a crew in a warehouse in the Grindbox. Pretty big deal, from what I hear. Lucky that he didn't get creamed in that alley. Maybe you should be buying him a drink. The rest of his boys didn't make it. The RCE plucked them from the rubble. Doesn't matter much, I guess. They'll be back on the streets in a week. Nobody really cares what happens out here. A building going down ain't gonna give the pigs no sleepless nights. Not in the Warrens."
LeBlanc sipped from his glass. "Just another night."
"You better believe it." McGrath cackled drunkenly. "Say, what was it you was working on again?"
"Who says I'm working?"
"You being here. You're a regular at Kermit's dump. Might as well rent a room there. Only come out when you're on Troubleshooter business."
LeBlanc raised his hands. "Okay, you got me. Yeah, I'm working."
"Ha! I knew it. What'cha got going this time?"
"Client got her holoband hacked. I'm supposed to find out whodunit."
"How the hell do you do that? Holoband hacks are damn near impossible. And that's RCE territory anyway. Gotta be top pros to pull a stunt like that. Fat chance of you running down someone that good."
"Yeah, but nothing wrong with coasting on the client's dime while I'm chasing vapor trails, right?"
McGrath threw back his shaggy head and guffawed so hard that red veins webbed across his blotchy face. "Damn straight, son. If they got it to give, ya gotta take it and run."
"Milk that cow for all I can get," LeBlanc said with a grin. "Speaking of, I gotta a few leads to run down. Gotta at least look like I'm doing a respectable job."
"I hear ya. Appreciate the drinks, bud. Next time they're on me."
"We both know that's a lie." LeBlanc walked out of the bar followed by the sound of McGrath's booming laughter.
Snash drifted down in flakes small enough to believe it was snow if he didn't know better. The streets were lit in neon colors; the crowds thinned out. Those that remained were bundled up, most with holovisors over their eyes.
I should break mine out again. Give in to the illusion like everyone else. Debbie loved her holovisor. She'd have run down the street chasing holographic fairies if he didn't keep a tight grip on her hand. He sported his visor back then, grinning as he shared his daughter's virtual world of fantasy creatures and cotton candy clouds.
He shook his head to dispel the memory. He couldn't think about Debbie. It was better to stay busy. Stay numb. Things were easier that way.
"Hey, elderberry."
Rough hands shoved him against the side of the graffiti-ridden building. He cursed inwardly. You damn fool. Let your guard down. Three toughs in masks encircled him, giggling and brandishing stabbing weapons.
"Whatchoo got on you, pops?"
"Got some dibcards?"
"Got some pop pops?"
"C'mon man, give or get shanked."
"Please." LeBlanc cringed, hands up. "Don't hurt me, man. I got a kid…"
They rummaged through his pockets, pushing and shoving. "Don't give two shits 'bout your brat. Don't look at me, fool. I slice you."
One of them hooted. "Got some dibcards. Let's bounce."
"That's all he got?"
"Yeah, time waste."
"We shank?"
LeBlanc fell to the ground, sobbing. "Please. I won't say nothing. Didn't see nothing."
The toughs scoffed in disgust. "Elderberry soft."
"Yeah. No fun."
"We ghost. C'mon, better time at the bar."
"Yeah, like you paying."
LeBlanc waited until they ran around the corner before picking himself up. A few passersby glanced at him, but no one intervened. He wasn't surprised. He pulled his collar up, glad they didn't take his coat. The dibcards he didn't mind. By the time they figured out the crypto was counterfeit, he'd be long gone.
He whistled a warbling tune as he continued on his way. Didn't turn out to be all that bad of a night after all.

Chapter 7

"Found your guy."
Jett glanced over at LeBlanc, who looked like he hadn't slept since the previous night. He sat hunched over like a disheveled rodent, face overrun by stubble, eyes shadowed by dark circles. A vape dangled from his lips and a bottle of Horse Piss lager was in his hand. Strands of hair fell askew over his brow as he downed the bottle like a man dying of thirst.
"You're not looking so hot, LeBlanc. Run into any trouble?"
"Trouble is how I pay the rent. Don't worry about it." LeBlanc glanced around for eavesdroppers before continuing. "Turns out your boy is pretty high on the ladder for the Kings. In charge of one of their firearm stations. Goes by the name Kane. Virgil Kane, but goes by his last name because what tough wants to be called Virgil? Bad dude. Knows the inside of many a cell, but somehow always gets kicked back into the streets. Gotta love those SAULs."
"Where can I find him?"
"Warehouse at the east side of Freshkills. Deep in CK territory. Anyone wandering around there is likely to come up missing. Not that you'd be stupid enough to do that."
"Not my first choice."
"Didn't think so. Well, that's the news, for whatever it's worth."
"Appreciate it." Jett downed a shot of whiskey. "You never asked me why I needed the info."
LeBlanc drained another bottle and scrubbed his mouth with the back of his hand. "Doesn't matter. Discretion is the name of the game if you wanna be a Troubleshooter. My job was to get you the intel. What happens after that is none of my business."
"Well, I owe you." Jett stood up and swiped his holoband over the scanner.
"Leaving already? They're about to announce the lotto numbers."
"Yeah, like I got a chance. I didn't get into the Haven back when it was built. I damn sure won't be getting in now."
"Right… I forgot you were there. When the Havens were constructed. You gotta tell me about that one day."
"Next time. Like I said, I owe you." Jett slung a worn messenger bag over his shoulder and tipped his fingers on the way out the door.
The cold struck immediately, cutting right through his heavy coat. He pulled a knit hat out of his pocket and yanked it on his head. Joining the milling throngs, he made his way to the airship station, where a long elevator ride took him to the top of the building. The lift shuddered the entire way up as if about to break down from the weight of being packed with commuters to max capacity. Jett breathed a sigh of relief when the doors finally squealed open, and he stepped onto the rooftop station. The vantage point provided a clear view of Neo York.
It was a disaster.
At first glance, the city might have been mistaken for a colossal garbage dump. But a closer look revealed the haphazard stacks of garbage were buildings; some remnants of ancient skyscrapers and tenements, others newly constructed, but without regard for design or safety. Buildings were stacked on top of other buildings, creating towers that tilted drunkenly or appeared shockingly haphazard. The only thing stopping the structures from falling was their closeness, creating a chaotic maze of brick, steel, glass, and concrete. Smoke and steam billowed from spouts and chimneys, creating a thick haze that hung over the collective buildings like a dirty swath of cotton. The enclave was assembled in an enormous circle, yet the entire district was dwarfed by the massive structure in the middle of it all.
Haven Core.
The Haven was assembled in what used to be lower Manhattan back when New York existed. Most of the island was demolished, the rest overrun by the wild foliage of what used to be Central Park. The sprawling, ramshackle buildings of Neo York surrounded the Haven like debris from a massive explosion. Haven Core was a massive globe of corrugated alloy plating, three times taller than the tallest building in Neo York. Impenetrable and inaccessible, it loomed over the surrounding buildings, cloaking them in deep shadow like a planet rising over the surface of a moon.
No one in Neo York could say what secrets lay behind the tightly sealed doors of the Haven. Residents were chosen on a weekly basis through the lottery. Once selected, the lucky recipient would say their goodbyes before being escorted by a company of robotic Peacekeepers and shuttled into the Haven through the Gateway, a long tunnel protected by motion-activated drone guns, electric and laser wires, and remotely activated mines. The tunnel could also be sealed off and flooded, engulfed in fire, or deprived of oxygen. There had been no successful illegal entrance, despite innumerable attempts by the desperate or daring.
An old man stepped beside Jett; eyes fixed on the Haven. "Sight to see, ain't it? I never get tired of looking at it."
"Yeah. This place used to be called the Big Apple. Now all that's left is the Core."
The old man chuckled. "That's a good one. Ever wonder what it's like? What's inside that shell?"
Jett frowned, remembering his experience so long ago. He once walked the broad avenues, gaped in wonder at the streamlined architecture and advanced technology. He saw the stasis chambers that would preserve humanity, ushering them into a bold, glorious new era. He recalled the sensation of dumbstruck amazement, the staggering notion of what was to come. That was before he knew better. Before he realized it didn't matter how awe-inspiring a construction was if it was filled with corruption and greed.
"I know exactly what's inside."
"Yeah? What's that?"
"Disappointment."
He turned away, ignoring the old man's stare before taking his place in line to board the airship. Passengers were packed tightly inside until there was standing room only. Jett gave his seat up to an elderly woman, who smiled in gratitude.
The ship lurched off the ground like a whale leaving shallow waters, propelling to flight across the city from one drop point to the next. The neighborhoods were blasted remnants of the New York he remembered; shattered husks of once-imposing structures, mean housing tenements and rusty shipping container tenements like his own. They left the Warrens, sailing over the renamed Five Districts: Manhaven, The Breaks, Kings, Brickland, and Freshkills Island, where Jett made his exit.
Leaving the station, he was struck by the sheer stupidity of his plan. What the hell are you thinking? You have to be at work in five hours. Go home, go to sleep, laugh it off in the morning.
The voice was so rational that for a tremulous second, he almost listened. But another thought surfaced, one far more aggressive than the first.
Raise hell, die well.
Jett's jaw clenched. He straightened, slung the bag over his shoulder, and took the lift down to the suffocating depths of the Grindbox streets.
Flakes of snash drifted down, turning the sidewalks and streets into slush. Jet walked casually as he dared, darting furtive glances to make sure no one was tailing him. He was in foreign territory, outside his comfort zone in the Warrens. He knew little about the Grindbox; only it was a vast network of industrial buildings where anything from vehicle parts to black market contraband was manufactured and sold. The buildings were squat and ugly, dusted in soot and dirt, marked by graffiti from competing gangs.
The remains of a massive bridge loomed overhead like the broken vertebrae of a rusty dinosaur, overlain with vines and housing an ecosystem of wildlife. Jett paused underneath to activate the coordinates he received from LeBlanc. A five-minute walk took him to at a large, unmarked factory building in the thick of the district. It was built like a fortress, complete with armed guards at the main entrance. Jett stuck to the other side of the street and took a slow stroll around the building, trying to see if there were alternative entry points. Whatever the building was, it was locked tighter than a bank vault.
His holoband buzzed on his wrist. He frowned. Who in the world is calling? The only one with his number was Harry at work. And Agent Banks. Did I give my number to LeBlanc? He couldn't remember. His holoband continued to buzz, but no contact info showed up on the display. He finally took the call.
A scrambled voice crackled over the line. "I'm afraid we'll have to cut to the chase, Jett. You've already aroused the suspicions of the guards by your little conspicuous stroll. If you really want to get to your target, I suggest you move before they decide to pull you aside for a painful little chat."
Jett placed a finger on the datcom in his ear. "Who is this?"
"Someone who knew Wayne Thomas very well. Someone who knows you have the helmet and g-spans, and what you plan to use them for."
Jett's heart went into overdrive. He instinctively ducked down, searching the vicinity. Cold streets and buildings stared back with mocking emptiness. "How can I trust you?"
"How can you not? Two guards are headed your way. Duck into the alley, then enter the adjacent building."
Jett had little choice but to obey, dashing down the narrow backstreet until he found a door. He tried the handle.
"It's locked."
"Hold on." A series of keyboard taps were audible over the line. "Okay, now."
The locks clicked as they were disengaged. Jett opened the door and darted inside, gently shutting it just as voices became audible around the corner. The locks bolted into place.
Jett heard the guards as they approached.
"Thought I saw him go this way."
"Check the door."
Jett held his breath when they tugged on the handle.
"The door's locked. Must have gone around the corner."
"Move your ass; maybe we can catch him."
Their footsteps receded down the alley. Jett exhaled a sigh of relief, tapping the earpiece.
"Okay, I trust you. Whoever you are."
"Call me Incognito."
"Really? Now I really feel reassured."
"You should. I've been protecting you since before you got on the airship. Cloned your holoband so your movements won't be traced. We can talk about it when you wrap this up. For now, I'll guide you from here. First, you'll want to dress the part if you want to play the part."
"Oh, yeah. Right." Setting the bag down, he opened it and removed the headgear and g-spans. The fully enclosed helmet slid into place over his head and the interior illuminated, data screens visible but not obstructing his view. The gauntlets lit up, pulsing with harnessed energy.
"Put the trench on too," Incognito said.
"The coat? It'll just get in the way."
"It's lined with anti-Newtonian liquid armor, capable of stopping rounds from average firearms. Won't do much against a biogun or other energy weapons, but it's better protection than what you're wearing now, which is nothing."
"Point taken." Jett pulled the trench coat on. It didn't feel much different than regular heavy fabric, but it was slightly stiffer. He didn't think it would hinder his movements.
"All right, Jett. The warehouse you're in is abandoned. Take the stairs up to the roof."
Jett followed the instructions, ascending several flights of rickety stairs. Water dripped down the walls from the damaged ceiling. The stairwell was swathed in gloom, but his night vision sensors automatically clicked on, allowing him to climb without breaking his neck.
The stairwell ended with a broken door. Jett cautiously pushed it open.
"Careful."
Jett crouched at Incognito's warning, taking a stealthy approach to the guardrail. A solitary figure wandered the adjacent rooftop, barely visible through the billowing smoke.
"You have knockout darts on your g-spans. Use one on the guard. You know how?"
"No problem." The VR training protocols paid off, making the action a matter of reflex. He accessed the hologram panel and selected the k-darts. Raising his arm, he targeted with the autoscope and squeezed his fist, activating the sensor in the palm of his glove. The dart fired without a sound.
The guard's hand flew to his neck. He staggered, then toppled to the ground. Jett ran and leaped over the railing to the other building, rolling to break his fall before springing up beside the fallen man.
"Nice moves. His holoband has the doorway access codes. Wait for a minute while I clone the info and transfer it to your band."
Jett relieved the guard of his weapon. The rifle looked like a hand-held version of the railguns used on tanks and carriers in the Imperial War. He pressed the HELP button on his g-span. "Proto, I need a tutorial on this gun."
Proto's voice beeped in his helmet. "Pulling up the data." A quick vid played across the surface of Jett's visor, demonstrating the use of the railgun.
"Okay, I got it."
Incognito's voice buzzed over. "Transfer is complete. You're good to go."
Jett's holoband flashed when he approached the doorway. The sensor blinked, allowing him entry into the building. He peered down the dimly illuminated stairwell.
"Can't tell who's in here or how many."
Incognito's voice buzzed over the line. "Remember your training. Use the sweepers."
"Right." Jett tapped the panel, activating the scanning probes. Two small, pyramid-shaped sensors fired from his gauntlets, floating through the air. They zipped down the stairwell into the darkness, scanning the building as they traveled. The volumetric readings were transferred to Jett's g-span display, which projected the data into a three-dimensional model, slowly mapping out the entire complex.
Jett sat on the top stair, waiting for the sweepers to finish. "So. You must have worked with Wayne Thomas."
"I don't know who that person is."
"Okay. Vigil, then."
"That's better. Never use legal names, especially not over a com line. There are… listeners."
"Listeners?"
"Sentries. Spies in the employ of the Haven Secret Service Corp, or HSSC for short. They are everywhere, and they are nowhere. They listen, record, and report. This line is clean, but get in the practice of being careful what you say. No matter where you are."
"I… didn't know."
"You're new here. You'll learn. Haven Core tolerates the existence of Neo York, but that doesn't mean they wish us well. Remember that."
"What do they have against the city?"
"Neo York exists outside of United Havens law. You slept through the destruction, but in the aftermath, the United States weren't so united anymore. Large states like California and Texas declared their independence. Smaller states out west like New Mexico and Arizona were swallowed by the Mexican States of America. Most of the Heartland states were wiped out, leaving the territory open to new native tribes and outlaws. And the South rose again, winning their independence with little resistance. United Havens consists mostly of the colonial and Commonwealth states, governed by Haven One in DC. The UH likes to keep things insular. As far as they're concerned, civilization doesn't exist outside of their well-regulated Haven states. Ungoverned territories like Neo York remind them of their inability to control things. "
"That's not what the Havens were designed for. They were supposed to preserve the best of humanity, not imprison them."
"Things don't always go the way they're planned. Just be careful, is what I'm saying. The HSSC doesn't poke their nose in York business often, but when they do, it gets messy."
Jett glanced at his display. "Looks like the sweepers are finished." He studied the holographic diagram. "Place looks empty on the top floors, save for a few roving guards." He pointed to the red-outlined moving dots. Most of the activity is on the main warehouse floor."
"That's where Kane will be."
"Okay, I'm moving in."
Jett descended the stairs, pausing only to knock out the guards along the way with a tranquilizer or a well-timed electrical pulse from his g-spans. He made it to the main floor undetected, leaving several unconscious bodies behind. Gazing down from a guardrail on the upper level, he had a clear view of the operation.
Contraband weapons were assembled on lines, packed in boxes, and loaded onto waiting trucks. Railguns, bioguns, and standard military firearms were processed like meat in a factory by at least twenty workers. Six armed guards watched the operation at different stations. Jett caught sight of Kane, standing in front of an office door with his muscular arms folded. Green dragons sparkled on his skin.
"C'mon, speed up. Boss wants shipment yesterday. Move your sorry asses."
Jett, crept closer, careful to remain unseen.
Incognito's voice buzzed over. "This is it. Use the railgun, take the target out. You can be gone before the rest of them know what happened."
"What, and leave all these weapons? They'll be out in the streets, in the hands of killers. Can't let that happen."
"That's not what you're here for, Jett. You're not ready for this kind of a hit."
"I'm not leaving with this place still in operation. You can help, or you can sign off. Either way, I'm going in."
Incognito was silent for a moment. "Fine. Use the banshees. I've hacked into the electrical controls so I can use the lights to disorient them. Focus on the main objective and try not to get killed."
"Roger that." Jet fired sticky disks from his g-spans, aiming at columns around the warehouse. "Activate banshees."
The warehouse exploded in high-pitched shrieks. The sonic force shattered the glass on several vehicles. The workers screamed, clutching their ears and running for the exits. The guards fared no better, holding their heads as they frantically tried to pinpoint the source of the noise. After five seconds the wailing ceased, but the damage was done.
"Disco time," Incognito said.
The lights flickered rapidly, creating a disorienting effect of jerky movements between flashes of light and dark. Neither the lights nor sound affected Jett, protected by his helmet. He rose up, aiming the railgun. Clicking the auto target illuminated each vehicle, conveyor belt, and weapon stockpile in red. One pull of the trigger directed the gun to fire continuously until every target was hit. The rifle hummed with each charge, discharging shots with a sizzling sound. The rounds exploded on impact, blooming fire and debris throughout the depot.
Jett leaped over the railing, planting his boots directly into Kane's shoulders and bowling the big man over. They both tumbled down the short aluminum steps and landed a few feet away from each other. Jett sprang back up, firing a pulse blast at the nearest guard, who skidded across the slick floor several yards before hitting a wall. A second blast took down another. The rest of the security crew followed the workers out the exit.
Something like heavy punches to the back slammed into Jett, knocking him down. He stifled a groan, using the pulse blasters from his g-spans to launch himself upright. A second barrage struck where he had just been, ricocheting off the concrete. Kane knelt behind a pile of burning crates, firing volleys Jett's direction. He had donned a combat helmet with a lowered visor, protecting him from the flicker vertigo. The entire warehouse seared in flames, but Kane didn't seem to care. Shadows danced across his sweat-drenched frame as he continued firing.
Jett ducked behind a concrete pillar, grateful that he wore the trench coat as suggested. His back felt like it had been beaten with hammers, but it was better than being perforated by bullets. He hunched down as chunks of debris showered from Kane's continuous shooting. Jett placed a hand to his headset. "Can you shut the lights completely down?"
"I can."
"Blind him."
The lights clicked off with a groan, leaving a bright afterglow in their absence. Jett sprang from his shelter, rolling to the side as Kane continued to fire sightlessly.
Raising the railgun, Jett lined the scope directly at Kane.
Incognito buzzed in his ear. "What are you waiting for? Take the shot!"
Jett pulled the rifle to the side and fired. The nearby stack of crates exploded, crushing Kane under their weight.
"You can turn the lights back on."
Jett strolled over to where Kane lay pinned. He stood over him, aiming his rifle at Kane's face.
"Remember me?"
Kane spat blood at Jett's feet. "Remember you. In the alley. Vigil. Thought I killed you."
"I'm feeling pretty good for a dead man."
"What you want? Me to beg?" Kane snatched the helmet from his head. Blood fanned across his face, but he glared at Jett with glistening eyes. "Go ahead and pull trigger. Think I'm scared of hell? Every day is hell, mofo. Do it. Do it."
The flames created ripples of light that played across Kane's profile. For an instant his features seemed to change, altering into Jett's own face staring back at him.
"Do it!"
Raise hell, die well.
Jett took a startled step back, shaking his head. He raised his g-span and fired a shock charge from the gauntlet. Kane's body rocked and went limp.
Incognito angrily clicked over the com. "What are you doing, Jett? You were supposed to take him out permanently."
Jett walked past fallen guards toward the exit. He saw the emergency panel and approached it.
"If you let this punk live, Wayne will have died for nothing. You hear me, Jett?"
Jett opened the panel and turned the system back on. The fire suppression jets immediately activated, spraying cloudy streams of dry chemicals. Jett walked out of the warehouse in a cloud of billowing smoke as the flames were snuffed out.
"Jett. The job's not done. You owe it to Wayne, remember? You made a promise at his grave."
Jett deactivated the helmet, removing the headgear as the panels slid back. "I promised to get the guy that got Wayne. But on my terms. Not yours."
Incognito's voice was still audible, a mosquito voice buzzing from the headgear. "Jett? Jett!"
Jett thrust the headgear in his jacket and tucked the railgun under his arm. Sirens wailed, lights flashed from the sky as drones lowered to survey the incident. Jett pulled his knit hat on and lowered his head, sticking to the shadows as he picked up his pace.
A car squealed to a stop on the street ahead of him. Jett froze and reached for the railgun when the door slid upward.
No one was inside.
His holoband vibrated. Jett took the call.
Incognito's voice was strained. "Auto-cab. Get inside and go home, Jett. I don't think we'll be talking again." The call clicked off.
Jett got in the cab. It squealed off and drove down the wounded streets, jolting with every crack and pothole. Jett ignored it. His mind was far away, flung across time to the last ride of the Hellrazors and the dying of the world.

Chapter 8

Agent Ronnie Banks walked onto the grounds of another disaster. Warehouse in the Grindbox district. Smoke wafted from windows as if the place had been set on fire. She prayed that her morning wouldn't start with the sight of charred bodies. It would really spoil her appetite for breakfast.
She glanced around the neighborhood. "If we get warrants to check these warehouses, how many do you think are housing contraband?"
"Seventy-eight percent," Isaac said as he scanned the vicinity. His mechanical eyes recorded everything he saw, providing complete and accurate records for their cases.
"Really? I'd have guessed higher. Why only sixty-eight?"
"Because thirty-two percent of these buildings are abandoned."
She laughed. "Figures."
Sauntering over to the local RCE crew, she tapped the shoulder of the man giving orders. He glanced down at her with a wry grin.
"Agent Banks. Still fighting the good fight."
"Always, Captain Hardy. Mind telling me why you woke me from my beauty sleep? You boys can't handle a simple warehouse fire?"
"Thought you might be interested in this one. Saw you had a biogun incident in the Warrens a few nights ago."
"Yeah. Questioned a few toughs, but you know how that went."
He chuckled. "No squeal, no deal."
"You got it. Back on the streets in forty-eight hours."
"SAUL strikes again."
"You know it. I kinda think it might have been a bad idea to let a System-Assigned Unilateral Lawyer handle criminal cases."
"I'll take that understatement with a side order of contempt, Agent. But you know how it goes. The moment you complain, they trot out the numbers about how their artificial intelligent defense system has reduced the number of false convictions to nearly zero."
"Yeah, but it also puts a ton of toughs back out on the streets. Where's the justice in that?"
"You're preaching to the choir, sis. But before you reform the justice system, here's the deal with this scene: contraband firearms warehouse goes boom for no reason. We get here in time to arrest a number of scab workers and some low to mid-level toughs, including Mr. Jackson there."
He jerked a thumb at Kane, who was splayed down on his stomach with a pair of bored RCE troopers standing over him. He was cut, bruised, and covered with first-degree burns, but still managed to snarl and curse at the officers.
The rest of the soot-covered suspects were more subdued, lined up by the armored vans with their heads down.
Ronnie glanced at Isaac. "You wanna get the small fries?"
"Do I ever have a choice?"
"Sure you do. I mean, you will. One day." Ronnie walked over to Kane with a broad grin on her face. "Well, well. Virgil Kane, gift-wrapped and delivered, and it's not even Christmas. I'm told your DNA is all over this building and its contents, Virgil. Gun-running scores a one-way bid to Mars, and you just got caught red-handed. Hope you packed a toothbrush."
He craned his neck to glare up at her. "Shove it, pig. I got framed."
She motioned for the officers to set him up. "Yeah, I bet you did. A lot of high-profile weapons just went to slag up in there. What happened, rival gang clean you out?"
"No squeal, jade. Call a SAUL. Be out in twenty-four."
"I don't think so. Not with your record, and not with ironclad charges against you. Tell you what I can do, though. Cut you loose."
He gave her a wary glance. "Let me go?"
"Sure. The way I see it, your boss is gonna be pretty upset at your screw-up. Those firearms add to a pretty substantial loss. Someone has to pay for that. I'm thinking that person is gonna be you. So when the move is made, we can find out who the hitter is and keep moving up the food chain. You might not survive the process, but you can't make an omelet without breaking a few eggs, right?"
His eyes darted back and forth. "I got rights."
"Yeah, you got rights. The right to pay the price for your actions. I don't care about you, Virgil. You're just another gear in the clockwork. You die, another gear takes your place." She knelt so she could look him directly in the eye. "And you will die if you don't start squealing like a newborn piglet. I don't care about your street code; I don't care about your tough-guy attitude. When your cold, mangled body washes up somewhere, I might be there to mop up the mess. But I won't bother to care. And neither will anyone else."
He swallowed, dropping his eyes. "Get me off the radar, I talk. Lock house, jade. ASAP."
"Virgil Kane, you got yourself a deal." She gestured to the officers. "Let's get him to a safehouse, gentlemen."
She watched as he was lifted up and escorted to a waiting police floater. Isaac joined her a few seconds later.
"Think he'll talk?"
"I don't think he has a choice. We might catch a break here, Isaac."
"Well, while you were making friends, I was doing some real RCE work. Most of the workers are your usual scabs. Just trying to make some v-notes; didn't know anything, wasn't told anything. But a couple of the guards opened up a bit."
Ronnie smiled. "Look at you, being relatable."
"It's strange how people are. They see me as a robot; they open up to me. Faster than they would a human."
"Don't talk like you're something else, Isaac. Anyone talk about what happened?"
"Sounds like a single assailant was responsible. Shut down the system, so no security records. Systematically took out the guards from the rooftop down, then used a combination of sonic and light disorientation, and some high-tech pulse weapons. Most of the major damage was done by railgun. Looked to be the same type they manufactured here."
"Must have gotten it off one of the guards. Guy sounds like a major player. What hitters do we know with that kind of M.O.?
"I don't think it was a hitman at all."
Ronnie gestured to the damage. "Seriously?"
"Think about it. Not a single person was killed. The major damage was concentrated on the caches of weapons."
"Rival hit, then. Another gang wanted to take out his competition."
"Perhaps."
Ronnie's exasperated stare reflected off of Isaac's metallic face. "Perhaps? What does that mean?"
"It's very strange. I can't think of anyone in the business who cares about collateral damage. The use of non-lethal force to subdue when one can just as easily kill doesn't add up."
Ronnie sighed. "So what's your working theory on the situation?"
"I'm still running algorithms."
"Yeah, well you do that. Meantime, I have a perp to interrogate. And for once, I think this one might actually live long enough to tell up who he's working for."
An explosion rocked the vicinity, sending the RCE ducking for cover. Isaac snatched Ronnie off her feet, carrying her under his arm as he darted across the street, dodging the metallic debris that rained down. Ronnie twisted around, eyes widening. The remains of the armored floater slammed into the concrete, wreathed in smoke and flame.
Ⓥ
" Good evening. You're with Cam Danvers on another NYN news Fast Break. In tonight's breaking news, a police transport vehicle was viciously attacked, leaving two officers and a suspect in their custody dead. The suspect was Virgil Kane, a repeat offender with a string of prior charges including armed assault. The attack is reportedly another reprogrammed drone strike, giving rise to the outcry over the use of armed drones by the Neo York RCE. We have reporter Jeff Stevens at the scene of the chaos…"

Ronnie groaned, burying her face in her hands. "This is unbelievable." She clicked the picjector off. Her office darkened to a level appropriate for her mood, casting her meager furnishings in shadow.
"No one caught a peep of the shooter. Don't know if it was one hitman or a dozen. We're down to nothing to show for the whole thing."
Isaac gave her a gentle pat on the shoulder. "Look at the bright side. At least you weren't a part of the convoy."
"Gee, thanks. Two shields down, and I'm supposed to feel good that one of them wasn't me?"
"Live to fight another day, kiddo."
"How can you say that? After everything you've been through?"
"It's either that or pull the plug." Isaac smiled. "You'll feel better in the morning."
She lifted her head. "Yeah. Gotta fight the good fight."
"Go home, Agent. I'll file the report." He left, shutting the door behind him.
Ronnie leaned back in her chair and sighed. "I am home."
She pulled up the sketch file, based on witness reports from the warehouse. A man in a dark trench coat, face completely covered by a silvery helmet. She stared at the image, face fixed in concentration.
"So, mystery man. Who the hell are you?"

Chapter 9

Jett span around, fired a pulse blast at the assailant crouched behind a desk. Never slowing, he fell backward, skidding across the floor while targeting the second gunman, who held a gun to a hostage's head. Jett locked a magnetic tug on the man's weapon, pulling it out of his hand. At the same time, Jett fired a second blast. The gunman's head snapped back, and he toppled, freeing the hostage.
Jett removed the headgear, ending the VR session. His surroundings altered from the brightly lit holographic environment to the damp, humid, gloomy hollows of the city sewers. He nearly gagged as the ripe stench seeped into his nostrils. "This isn't right, Proto."
The virtual assistant's voice buzzed over his datcom. "I don't see why not. You just set a time record on that mission."
"Yeah, that's just the problem. I knew what to expect from the past times I did the program. Knew where everyone was, knew how much time I had to act. Real life doesn't work like that. Variables shift constantly. You can never have the exact same experience in any given situation. The VR training has to reflect that."
"I understand. I will upgrade the program with those observations in mind. In the meantime, might I suggest something?"
"Sure."
"Rest."
"Rest? I feel fine."
"You are unaware of your limitations. Although your biological functions were improved during your stasis, you still need to recharge like anyone else."
Jett frowned. "What do you mean? They did something to me during hibernation?"
"You were preserved in a gelatinous, oxygenated liquid that was also enriched with genetic modifiers that improved your physiology to avoid the ravages of cryosleep. To put it in layman's terms, you were upgraded. Strength, endurance, reflexes, all developed to the very peak of human potential. They call your kind enhanced."
"How many like me are there?"
"I don't have access to those numbers. What I do know is that you require rest. Even if you don't feel the need yourself."
"I'll take care of it." Jett tapped the datcom, terminating the conversation. He glanced over at Zip, who had just finished a weld on a pipeline. "That's it for today, Zipster. Let's wrap it up."
The robot's shell rattled when it hovered over. "Zip did good job?"
"Great job, Zip."
"Zip work tomorrow?"
"Yeah. Back at it tomorrow."
"Zip happy to work."
"I know you are, Zip."
"Jett happy?"
Jett stopped in his tracks.
"Jett?"
He raised a finger to his lips. "Quiet."
He glanced down. The brownish liquid that sloshed over the toecaps of his boots quivered, ripples widening.
"Someone's coming. Duck into that pipe, Zip. Stay out of sight."
"Zip hide." The robot obediently backed into a large sewer pipe until it was just a silhouette. Jett crouched under the pipe, sticking to the shadows. A rumbling sound approached.
The tunnel brightened from the headlights of an approaching hovercraft. The large skiff's armored hull was rusty, composed of mismatched plating from several different vehicles. Several figures sat or stood at the railing of the craft, faces obscured by various painted masks. Their ragged clothing was overlain with junk, from air hoses to jewelry made from scrap metal. Though some carried metal or wooden staffs, they used them as walking aids, not weapons.
Tunnelers. Jett had heard of a strange group of people who lived deep in the abandoned sewers of the Neo York, but had never seen them before. He thought they were urban legends, like the rumors of large alligators he used to hear about. Of course, the alligator tales turned out to be true. Now another story had become a reality.
The hovercraft was followed by a few more on smaller gliding bikes, and many more on foot, sloshing through the muck. Thought most had their faces covered, Jett saw women and children among their number. They trudged along on weary legs, heads downcast, shoulders slumped.
He heard they dwelled deep underneath the city, rarely seen by residents. Something must have driven them away from their homes for them to come this close to the city.
He carefully emerged from his hiding place, aiming at the hovercraft with his g-span. A tracking disk fired from its slot, attaching itself to the corroded hull. He waited until the last of them were lost to sight before standing up. He stared down the tunnel, feeling a twinge of sadness. Different time, same hopelessness. He had seen the same, too many times after the Imperial War. The world was upended, and refugees streamed from one place to the next, trying to find a safe haven. Turned out Havens were being built, but not for refugees. They were already forgotten, left to fend for themselves against the unbridled savages of the world.
Not by me. Jett nodded to himself. I'll come back. Find out what happened. See what I can do to help.
Satisfied with his resolution, he made his way upward, followed closely by Zip, who hummed a warbling tune that echoed off the cavernous walls as they slogged along.
Ⓥ
He tapped the entry code and hand scan when a flash of movement caught his eye. A girl sat on the top of his boxpad, skinny legs dangling over the ledge. She wore a bulky flight jacket, an oversized knit hat, and a gas mask that covered the lower half of her face.
He recognized her when she removed the mask. It was the girl from the alley, the one he spoke to on the street a few nights past.
She vaulted from the top, landing lightly beside him. "'Bout time you show up, yo. Getting frost butt waiting."
"You mean 'frostbite.' How do you know where I live?"
"Tailed you a couple times."
"Yeah? I never saw you."
She grinned. "Course not. You letting me in or what?"
"You really shouldn't go into a grown man's pad. It's dangerous."
"Sure." A knife glimmered in her hand and deftly disappeared. "For you."
He sighed and hit the ENTRY button. The door hissed as it slid open. "Fine. At least tell me your name."
"Mira." She darted past him, eyeing the place over. "Nice."
He snorted. "Yeah. Lap of luxury."
"Better than the streets."
He paused in the act of opening the cooler. "You live on the streets?"
"Sometimes. Me and my sister have… had a safe place."
"What happened to your sister?"
Her expression saddened, eyes downcast. "Boogeymen took her."
"Boogeymen?"
"They take people. Make ghosts."
His jaw clenched. "That's why you need help. To get her back."
She nodded, angrily scrubbing away the tear that rolled down her cheek. "I ask questions. Dress like kankibank, try to catch a quig's eye. Quig can lead to boogeymen, but I can't make 'em squeal. Quigs get mad, sic dogs on me."
"That's why they were chasing you that night in the alley."
"Ace."
"What's a quig?"
"Cunny mack. Ho daddy."
"Okay. So you're out there, putting your life at risk trying to attract pimps you can squeeze for info on the boogeymen that took your sister. Do you know how reckless and crazy that is?"
She shrugged, thrusting her hands in her pockets. "Couldn't just give up. Had to do something."
You see something wrong… you do something about it. No matter what the cost. You do something.
Jett nodded to himself. "You're going to stick with this crazy plan anyway, aren't you?"
She nodded.
"Okay. Let's say I got your back this time. But if it doesn't work, we do things my way. Deal?"
Mira grinned like he handed her a sack full of candy.
Ⓥ
Jett shoveled a spoonful of oily stew in his mouth, trying to chew. The stuff was called gruel, consisting of a mishmash of any cheap meat and vegetable combination, varying by the day. Usually, the meat was rat. Gruel was greasy and chewy at the same time, but it was also dirt-cheap and filled an empty stomach. But it wasn't the stew that was hard to swallow. It was the conversation from the table behind him.
They were in the bar section of a cathouse called the Love Below, located in the part of the Warrens affectionately called Cunny Alley by the regulars. Prostitution was perfectly legal in Neo York, with taxes levied against every brothel and sex den. As long as the fees were paid, the businesses were free to do as they pleased.
Mira hadn't sat by herself for long. Within minutes a quig in a leopard-print trench coat and a lime green velvet suit sidled up beside her at the bar. Ordering her a drink, he leaned in close, speaking in a low, butter-coated voice.
"Ain't seen a thang like you here before. Bad round these parts. A young filly like you needs a man to look after you. Watch yo back and make you some chedda in the process. Freddy Flava is just the mack to make sure that happens."
Mira placed her chin on her hand and smiled. "You can do that, daddy? I been 'round the way a few times. Bad men always wanna rough me up."
He reached out and stroked her face with a hand glimmering with jewel-encrusted rings. "Oh, yeah. You got them heart-breaker eyes, that sweet, moist little mouth… a trick would have to be dead not to want you. How old you is, sweetheart?"
"Fourteen."
A golden tooth in his mouth gleamed when he smiled. "Perfect, baby. Freddy Flava knows many a trick who'll fall over for a piece of that sweet, young—"
Jett tapped him on the shoulder. "I've heard enough."
Freddy Flava sneered. "You want something, sucka? This jade ain't even trained yet. You wanna slap your sausage, head to the rooms in the back. Got plenty of trickflips to satisfy you if you got the votes."
"Votes?"
"V-notes, sucka. You born yesterday? Now get outta my face 'fo Freddy Flava carve a smile in yo stomach."
Jett's fists clenched at his sides. "I'm terrified."
Freddy Flava sputtered an exaggerated sigh. "Ain't this a bitch? Freddy Flava can't even handle his bizness without being interrupted. Trick, you know who I'm is?
"I know just who you are." Jett's fist shot out, connecting with Freddy Flava's jaw with a sharp crack. Mira scooted away as Freddy Flava tumbled backward off his stool, eyes wide with shock. The bartender glanced over in a bored manner, as if it was nothing he hadn't seen many times before.
Jett ignored Freddy Flava's expression, grabbing the pimp by his fur-lined collar and throwing him to the floor. Heat flared through his veins, radiated from his pores. He dropped down, seized Freddy Flava's polka dot tie and yanked, throttling the man.
"I know all about you." He followed the statement with another punch. Blood smeared across Freddy Flava's mouth.
"You're a sorry-ass excuse for a human being…"
Another punch.
"— who thinks he's a man…"
Another punch.
"— by putting little girls out on the street!"
He punctuated the shout with a savage kick to the ribs. Mira leaped on his arm, shouting something he couldn't hear. He shook her off. His vision filmed over in red. Blood on Freddy's Flava's broken face. Blood on Jett's fist. Sizzling blood oozing from charred bodies of his Hellrazor team. Sightless eyes, dead faces staring up at him. It wasn't enough.
It wasn't enough.
A roar ripped from his throat. His fists pounded flesh like hammers, raining repeated blows. The world span around him in dizzy circles. He didn't care.
The click of a shotgun hammer instantly brought his world back into sudden focus. The barrel was inches away from his head. The bartender peered down the sights, the same bored expression on his face.
"Can't let you kill the man up in here. Bad for business. Take your little gal and get the hell out."
Jett blinked. "Okay."
He slowly stood up. Patrons of the establishment emerged from their rooms, most in various stages of undress. They looked at him as if he were a snake in the middle of the floor. Even Mira looked shaken, staring at him as if he'd lost his mind.
I guess I did. He glanced down at Freddy Flava, whose bloody and swollen was barely recognizable. Don't know what got into me.
He nodded to her. "Let's go." Pulling his hood over his head, he stepped out into the cold.
Mira exploded when she followed him out. "The hell was that, yo? You supposed to get him to talk, not beat him to pulp. Knew you was seven-thirty. Fool to trust a gas-brain like you."
She jumped back when he whirled around. "I blew it, okay? It was a stupid plan, anyway. We'd have to talk to a hundred Freddy Flavas to find one who knows about the people that took your sister."
She stuck out her chin. "Oh yeah? You got better idea?"
He folded his arms. "As a matter of fact, I do."
Ⓥ
LeBlanc stared at Jett. "Have you lost your mind?"
They stood in the back alley of Kermit's Bar. Flakes of snash powdered their jackets, accumulating on the blackened concrete. LeBlanc lifted a vape to his chapped lips, eyeing Mira, who squatted down a few feet away, rolling the dirty powder into snowballs.
"Word of advice? Lose the brat. You start taking charity cases, you make bad decisions. That'll get you killed quick, mark my words."
"She's just a girl, LeBlanc. Her sister was taken."
LeBlanc spread his arms. "Little boys and girls are taken every day in this dumpster fire of a city. You really wanna dive into that? You should know how this ends, Jett. I do. I used to take those cases. It's always someone looking for their kid, their brother, their sister. I dig in the muck a while, usually find a dead body. You ever see a dead kid, Jett? After some sick animal has done every filthy thing a person can think of, and worse?"
Jett met LeBlanc's gaze without flinching. "Yes."
LeBlanc stared at him. "Hell. You have, haven't you? You were there when everything broke down."
Jett nodded. "No rules. No civility. Every person for himself. People… changed. Did things. Horrible things because they knew they could get away with it. There was a particularly vicious clan of outlaws. Called themselves Deviants. Led by a psychopath named Holden. They called him the Deacon. Never did catch him. Never laid an eye on him. He had a hold on his… followers. Murderers, rapists, cannibals. Preyed on the weak. Once we found an entire chamber of bodies. Many…" Jett winced, closing his eyes. "Many of them were children."
LeBlanc shook his head. "Things haven't changed much. The RCE tries to keep some semblance of law and order, but they're a Band-Aid on a festering wound. The citizens are too afraid to stand up for themselves. Haven Core doesn't give a damn what goes on outside their walls. And Troubleshooters like me? Hell, we just wanna get paid."
"It sucks. I get it. Right now, I just want to know where I can find a little girl who got snatched."
LeBlanc sighed. "Diabolis."
"Who are they? Another gang?"
"Worse. Some sort of secret society. Most of the members of are punks like the average tough, but Diabolis is well-organized. No one knows who their leader is, or how their inner circle works. But they have their fingers in a lot of pies. Contraband, guns, extortion, murder-for-hire, Sensync distribution…"
"Sensync?"
"You haven't heard? Hottest drug on the market right now. Only it's not a narcotic. It's mental stimulation via memory insertion. Most Haze clubs specifically deal Sensync to their regulars."
"Sounds like nirvanic. In my day, addiction to it ran rampant. Turned the eyes electric blue at the point of no return."
"Yeah, we still got that. But this Sensync is even worse, trust me."
"Noted. Diabolis also deals in the sex trade, I'm guessing."
"Yeah. Big underground scene for those wanting to avoid paying the tax."
"And to perverts looking for underage sex."
"Yeah."
"Where?"
LeBlanc took another look at Mira, who stared back at him with accusing eyes. He scrubbed a hand through his disheveled hair and took a long drag on his vape.
"Look, you get into this, you won't come out clean. Understand?"
"Where?"
"Underbelly. Hellhole District. Deep inside. You'll know if it's a Diabolis spot by the marking. A heart with a stake in it."
Ⓥ
"I'm coming with." Mira folded her arms and gave him a severe stare.
"No chance." Jett unlocked his boxpad, held up a hand. "Stay here a minute."
He went inside, letting the door click shut behind. Moving quickly, he unlocked the hidden latch and removed the carrier bag containing the Vigil gear. Slinging it over his shoulder, he went to the door and reopened it.
Mira's eyes immediately zoomed on the bag. "What'cha got in there, yo? Guns? Bombs?"
"None of your business. You get inside and wait for me to get back."
"No chance."
He grabbed her by the shoulders and thrust a finger in her face. "I'm not playing, girl. You wanted my help. Well, this is it. You're smart, fast, tough. I get that. But the word is out by now that a little girl is asking all the wrong questions. I can't risk anyone spotting you. And I damn sure won't take you to the Underbelly. Even you know the rep that place has."
She swatted his hands away. "What you want me to do? Wait around in your smelly ol' box?"
He sniffed. "It doesn't smell in here."
"Does too."
"You said it was nice. So sit tight and wait. Better than the streets, remember?"
"No. I leave. Look for sister on my own."
"No, you'll wait." He knelt down to her level. "Listen, I know you're hurting."
She looked away. "Not hurt."
He ignored her rebuttal. "I know what it's like to lose someone. To want them back more than anything. I know that ache inside, the pain that won't go away because that person isn't there. I'm trying to make that pain go away for you. But I need you to trust me, and do what I say for once."
"Fine. I wait." She looked up at him, eyes glistening. "But you better come back."
"I will."
"Promise?"
He placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. "Yeah. I promise."
For once, she didn't shove his hand away.

Chapter 10

Jett descended into the darkness of what used to be the famed subways of New York. That was ancient history. In Neo York, what remained was called the Underbelly. Dark, perilous caverns of vice and violence. The Underbelly was inhabited by fugitives, drifters, gangs, hardened criminals, and thrill seekers looking for contraband, Haze clubs, or any of the numerous underground casinos, vice dens, or fight rings.
He reached the bottom of the stairs, entering the half-crumpled remains a subway lobby. Vines hung from the ceiling and threaded across the walls. Water streamed down from numerous leaks, pooling on the floor. Moans and cries rippled around him.
Arms stretched out, reaching for him, grabbing hold on his clothes, tugging. He stood in a sea of gaunt, grimy, undernourished bodies. Beggars, wasted from the grind of life, driven from above the city to the underground where no one could see them die. Junkies, eyes burned out from drug use, arms riddled with needle marks, teeth rotted, gums blackened. Some hissed at him, thrust out fingers hooked like claws.
Jett tapped the back of the Vigil headgear. The helmet slid into place around his face; the g-spans glimmered with blue light. The crowds of living dead cowered back, scrambling away from him. He strode through their midst, unhampered.
Proto's voice buzzed over the com. "Warning. You are currently down to twenty-percent on power. Your g-spans are also nearly depleted of k-darts. Use of pulse and electric weapons sparingly is recommended until you recharge."
"Great. How do I recharge?"
"You must return to a Vigil safe house. Unfortunately, I've been locked out of the system, and cannot gain access to the network."
Incognito. Guess making him mad wasn't a good idea.
"We'll have to make do until we come up with something. I've got the railgun for backup."
He walked down a flight of stairs into a full-blown rave. Laser lights flashed across the darkness of the makeshift club; a throbbing beat reverberated across floor and walls. A thick, hazy mixture of vape smoke and machine-generated fog hung in the air.
A wild mix of people in costumes and masks bounced and gyrated on the dance floor. Men and women hung in cages, grinding against each other. A band in metallic outfits and multicolored hair rocked back and forth on a stage built from machine parts. Flames shot from exhaust pipes as they screamed and attacked their instruments with violent ferocity. The air was thick with the scents of sweat, alcohol, and smoke. The blaring noise was automatically reduced by the helmet's receivers.
No one paid him any mind as he pushed and shoved his way through the thick mass of carousing bodies. He was just another man in a mask, nothing out of the ordinary to the crowd. A pair of giggling women dressed in feathered masks and little else clung to him, stroking his chest and arms. He shook them off, finally clearing the mob.
He stepped onto the subway tracks, where flickering neon lights barely illuminated the gloom. Trudging down the tunnel, he occasionally stepped over bodies that were either sleeping or dead. Drunken partygoers paired off in the darkness or staggered about like zombies, laughing and talking to the air. Jett ignored them, scanning the walls for sign of his quarry.
Coming upon a train of rusty, abandoned subway cars, he peered inside. People were hooked up to spherical contraptions that covered their entire heads. Wires led to computer consoles, where proprietors manned the controls. The word HAZE was lit on one of the cars in bright pink letters.
A sharp-nosed, leather-clad man in cyberpunk gear gestured to Jett. "Wanna hit that Sensync, my man? First trip is free. Best high you ever been on, guaranteed."
Jett stepped forward for a closer look. A woman was strapped to a reclining chair, the apparatus secured over her head. Her body occasionally convulsed, jerking at the restraints. A fine sheen of sweat glistened on her skin.
"What's she seeing?"
The punk grinned. "Memories. Fully tangible, indistinguishable from reality. All senses engaged. This is the real deal, brother."
"Whose memories?"
"Does it matter? It's the experience they come back for. Like living in a movie, but better. Got all kinds of trips. Gay-curious, but don't want no one to know? Get all the action you want. Wanna experience what it's like to be caught in a megastorm? Got that. Got real kills too, man. I'm talking people, baby. Shoot someone in the head and never get charged for it. C'mon, give it a whirl. It'll open your mind to a whole new level of existence."
Jett edged backward. "Maybe later."
The punk flicked his chin with his fingers in an insulting manner. "Yeah, whatever. Nice helmet, scuzzy."
Jett shook his head and continued down the tunnel. The light dimmed even further, but the visor compensated with night vision. He approached a group of toughs spray-painting graffiti on the wall. A crown dripping blood with the initials CK underneath.
Crimson Kings.
"Nice work. You guys should quit being scumbags and just be artists. Scumbags are going out of style in my town."
The toughs turned around, faces obscured by painted gas and hockey masks. One of them gestured with a metal pipe. "Your town? The hell you 'posed to be?"
Jett activated the magnetic tow option on his g-span, snatching the pipe from the tough's hand to his own. He slowly rotated it, staring them down while he triggered intimidation mode on the holographic panel. The setting made his visor glow red and deepened his voice to a guttural growl.
"I'm the man who's gonna break your skulls if you get in my way."
The toughs took nervous glances at each other. Finally, the leader gave a wild yell and charged.
Jett whipped the pipe forward, bashing it across the tough's head with a hollow ringing sound. The man dropped to the ground without a word. Jett looked up at the others.
"Anyone else?"
They shook their heads.
"Naw, bruh."
"We cool."
"Yeah. We peace, no beef."
Jett stepped closer at the fourth tough. The smallest one, cowering behind the others. Jett pointed a gloved finger. "I know you. From the alley. You know — when you were about to attack a fourteen-year-old girl. You're Slick. Kane's little buddy."
The other Crimson Kings stepped aside, leaving their friend exposed. He took a fearful look around, then back at Jett. Sweat slid down his face. He didn't see Jett. He couldn't. He saw someone else.
He saw Vigil.
Jett jerked a thumb at the other toughs. "Take a hike."
They ran, bumping into one another in their haste to escape. Jett turned his attention back to Slick. "Remember me?"
"Big mistake. Never seen you."
Jett snatched him by the collar, hoisting him off the ground. "This will go better if you tell the truth, punk. You and Kane were the only ones who got away."
Slick shook his head. "Don't know no Kane."
Jett punched him in the stomach.
Slick gagged, face crimson. "Wait. Remember now. Yeah… was in alley."
"Then you must know I paid a little visit to your warehouse. And what I did to your friend."
Slick whimpered, tears welling in his eyes. "Yeah. You k-k-killed him."
Jett hesitated, lowering Slick to the ground. "What are you talking about?"
"Convoy hit. Kane, two pigs dead."
"That wasn't me."
Slick's eyes widened "No?"
"No. You think you're scared now? Just think of when whoever killed Kane comes after you."
"Didn't do nothing."
"You didn't have to. Someone's cleaning up. Only a matter of time before that person thinks about you and finishes the job."
"What do you want me to do?"
Jett slapped a datcom in Slick's trembling hand. "Keep this on you at all times. When I call, you better answer."
"What I do meantime? Where I go?"
"Where any rats and roaches go when they don't want to be found. Lay low somewhere. You know the drill. Meantime, point out where I can find Diabolis' little hideout."
"Diabolis? What you want with—"
"That's not your worry. Just tell me where they are."
Slick pointed down the tunnel. "Half-mile down. Their turf. Even CKs don't go down there."
"I'm not a Crimson King."
"Yeah, but they hired out Joe Blow for muscle…"
"I got muscle. Get outta my sight, Slick. You survive a night or two; I'll give you a call. We can talk about getting you out the crosshairs. But for right now, get lost."
Slick took a few hesitant steps, throwing furtive looks over his shoulder. When he saw Jett wasn't following, he took off full sprint in the opposite direction.
Jett turned and headed into the gloom of the tunnel.
For a stretch, it was only his echoing footsteps and the drip of water from the countless leaking pipes. Moss and slime covered the walls; vines swayed from the ceiling. Then light appeared in the distance. The clamor of music and voices grew louder.
Jett stepped into another abandoned station, this one marked in bizarre runes and tribal designs. Faded banners fluttered from the ceiling, and torches hung in sconces, illuminating the chamber. A large staked heart was painted on the entranceway of the station depot. A crowd of men and women turned from warming themselves over the flames from a large metal trash can. All of them had their heads shaved to a v-shaved crest and sported black bandanas tied around their arms with the Diabolis emblem proudly displayed. Upon spotting Jett, they swaggered forward, brandishing assorted stabbing and bludgeoning weapons.
"What we got here?"
"Someone lost."
"Yeah, major lutz. Gonna pay, though."
"Big mistake, cabron."
Jett unslung the railgun from over his shoulder and aimed it. "The only mistake tonight is not getting out of the way." He took advantage of their momentary confusion to pull the trigger, scoring a direct hit on the trash can. Fire exploded, showering over the panicked toughs. They screamed and yelled, beating at the flames.
Jett sprang into action.
No need to waste power reserves. The powered lead in his gloves made his punches more damaging, and the butt of his railgun made for an excellent melee weapon. He struck in quick succession, making the most of his combat training to weave and spin from one combatant to the next, putting power into his punches and kicks.
He slammed his boot into a tough's knee, then bashed him in the face with the rifle butt. Spinning way, he dodged a clumsy jab and counterattacked with a flurry of chest shots and a brutal uppercut. Someone tried to cut him with a long dagger. The coat's fabric sliced open, exposing the armor that took the brunt of the stab. Jett grabbed the wrist, snapped it, and head-butted the attacker, dropping him to the gravelly ground.
A tattoo-faced woman whipped out a semi-automatic and aimed. Jett activated the magnetic tow with a snap of his wrist, snatching the gun from her hand. He disengaged the magazine and hurled it back, striking her right between her eyes.
The toughs closed in, wild in fear and desperation. Shout and screams of pain rang in the air. Jett's armor absorbed punches and dull impacts while he dealt out punishing damage in close quarter combat. From one to the next, he struck, twisted, dodged, and struck some more. His chest was on fire from the effort, his body slicked with sweat.
Inside the helmet, a fierce grin widened across his face.
The last man standing uttered a wordless shriek and ran for the stairs. Jett waited until the tough nearly made it to the top before firing a thin cable, wrapping the man's legs up. He tripped and rolled back down, groaning when he landed at Jett's feet. Jett finished him with a casual electric blast.
The doors to the station compound hissed open. A large silhouette filled the entranceway.
"Looks like you got your workout," a deep voice rumbled. "Now I'm gonna get mine."
Jett stared at the brute that stomped down the stairs. He was sharply dressed in a custom pinstriped suit with a fedora tilted on his massive head. His face was a cruel mockery, consisting mostly of jutting forehead and snarling mouth. Dark eyes glimmered somewhere under the shade of his brow. His skin was the color and texture of rust, giving him the appearance of an old metallic statue come to life. But what most shocked Jett was the man's size. At least eight feet tall, with massive bulk in addition to his height. He looked to be around five-hundred pounds of heavy muscle. He glammed a beefy fist into his palm with a sound like a thunderclap and grinned with gleaming-white, unevenly spaced teeth.
"The name's Joe Blow. I'd tell you to remember it, but you won't be able to after I'm done."
Leaping from the stairs with the agility of a much smaller man, he sailed through the air with a bellowing roar. Jett rolled to the side as the giant landed. The ground shuddered from the impact. Jett sprang back to his feet, g-spans glowing. Joe Blow was a massive blurred shadow, rushing with shocking speed. A fist larger than Jett's head shot forward, striking him the force of a runaway car collision.
Pain exploded, so intense it was bright, nearly blinding him. He was weightless for a frantic second, flying across the pile of bodies he had just left behind. When he struck the ground, he skipped across the broken concrete before falling over the edge of the station back onto the tracks.
The world flickered on and off. He groaned, shaking his head as he tried to rise. Something in his chest felt broken. Every breath stabbed his lungs like daggers. Warning lights flashed inside of his helmet. Proto's voice blared like a shout in his ringing ears.
"I can't gauge the exact amount of damage without a complete set of armor components, but I estimate you might have suffered a number of contusions and cracked or fractured ribs from that blow. Evasive maneuvers recommended."
Jett coughed, wincing from the agony. "Yeah. No kidding."
Something massive landed on the tracks. A towering shadow loomed over him, laughing like rumbling thunder.
Jett gritted his teeth. "Proto, give me everything you got into the spanner pulse blasters."
"Charged and ready."
Joe Blow's enormous hand reached out, seized Jett by the coat and hoisted him with ease. "Not out yet? Good. I'm not even warmed up." His fist drew back, clenching muscles so tight that his shoulder busted out the seams of his suit with a ragged tearing sound.
Jett fired pulse blasts from both gauntlets directly into Joe Blow's chest. The air flashed with brilliant blue light, the scent of burning fabric fouled the air. Jett gritted his teeth and discharged the blasters until his reserves were spent.
The smoke dissipated, revealing Joe Blow's soot-stained, hideous face. A large hole sizzled in his suit, exposing his muscled chest. The only visible damage was a reddish-black bruise from the force of the blast. He glanced down and grunted.
Then he looked up and grinned, displaying a massive set of clean white teeth.
"Thanks. I had an itch right there."
He followed the statement with an uppercut that knocked Jett completely off his feet. He landed on his back a dozen yards away. Joe Blow's fedora flew off his hairless head when he jumped, clearing the distance and delivering a kick to Jett's midsection that sent him skidding across the gravel. He barely felt it. Pain was everywhere, a cocoon of torment stabbing like barbed spikes from his head to his toes.
Joe Blow stalked over, every step shaking the ground. "That's for ruining my suit. You know how much I gotta pay to get 'em made? Here's a clue: they ain't cheap." He scooped Jett off the ground like a child might do a broken toy. "And this is for trespassing and beating up my crew."
His thunderous punch exploded against Jett's helmet. A sound like a massive gong reverberated inside Jett's head. His vision blurred; three angry Joes pummeled him with six enormous fists. Jett could only wrap his arms around his head and curl into a ball, praying for oblivion to claim him.
This must be how Freddy Flava felt when I was kicking his ass. The random thought was suddenly hilarious. He tried to laugh but bit his tongue as another vicious blow rocked him. Reality faltered, flickering in between worlds. A dead woman's voice whispered to him.
"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.
Jett's mind refocused when a piercing shriek nearly split his eardrums. His helmet receivers partially muffled the sound, but the auto-dampening mechanism was damaged by Joe Blow's damaging punches.
Joe fared far worse. He clamped his oversized hands over his ears, wincing in pain. His beady eyes flickered back and forth, searching for the source of the sound. His teeth clamped in a snarl. Blood oozed from his nostrils.
A small, lithe, feminine figure leaped from the shadows. She waved a hand, hurling a small orb at Joe Blow's face. It exploded, fanning a fine layer of powder directly in his eyes. He roared, flailing and stumbling as he scrubbed his face.
"Gonna… kill you. Whoever you are, you're dead. You hear me? Dead meat. Gonna tear your arms off and beat you to death with 'em. Gonna rip your spine out your back and use it to pick my teeth. You hear me? You're dead. DEAD."
The woman ran to Jett, helping him up. "Come quickly. His blindness is only temporary."
He groaned, leaning on her for support. Her voice seemed so familiar. "Tatsu…"
But it wasn't Tatsu. The new woman was decked in red and black, with a loose-fitting vest tunic with tactical pouches over form-fitting leggings reinforced with armor. A hood was pulled over her head, her identity further concealed by a red, metallic helmet that looked remarkably like his own.
"My name is Viper. You can trust me."
Jett didn't see he had a choice. He stumbled along, allowing her to lead him deeper into the darkness of the tunnels. Joe Blow's howling threats faded in the distance behind them.
Pain was all that existed. The world span in dizzy circles, his mind flickered back and forth between present and past. One second he was in the Waste, leading his team in a firefight against scores of Deviants. The next he was back in the dripping, dank subway tunnels, leaning on a stranger who somehow bore his weight despite being half his size.
Light blinded him. He realized it was the subway exit. They managed to stumble up the stairs and into the biting wind and cold, whirling flakes of snash. Crowds in heavy coats, scarves, and hoods streamed by, paying no attention to the two masked people staggering along. Anyone who looked their direction quickly glanced away, choosing the safe option of indifference rather than get involved. Jett saw a child staring at them, pulling on her mother's arm and pointing. The woman quickly snatched her daughter up and quickened her pace.
Viper guided Jett over to an inconspicuous vehicle parked alongside the street. He was dumped in the passenger seat, where he immediately slumped over. Just breathing was an effort, as though an anvil lay on top of his chest, driving spikes into his lungs with every inhalation. Viper entered on the driver's side and opened the holographic control panel.
"I have him. He's seriously injured. Prep an AHPP."
Jett recognized Incognito's voice when he answered over the speaker. "I'll have it ready when you get here. Use the warehouse entrance."
"I told you to take care of this."
"Let's not talk about this right now, okay?"
"That's your problem. You never want to talk, especially when it's time to talk."
They continued to argue, but their voices muted as Jett teetered on the edge of insentience. Dead faces swam across his vision; his Hellrazors crumbled to ash in a bloom of flame.
Buoyant movement rocked him. As the buildings whipped downward, he realized he was in a floater. The flying vehicle shot forward, turning the world in blurs and streaks of light. Jett faded in the same instant, sailing into the embrace of unfeeling darkness.

Chapter 11

Mira was in big trouble.
Should've listened to what's-his-face… 
Only Jett had been gone for two days without contact. She wasn't sure what he had planned, but whatever it was, it didn't seem like things had worked out. Rumors drifted from the Underbelly. Something about Joe Blow ripping someone from limb to limb. Normally that was a slow news day, but putting two and two together meant that someone was probably Jett. It was a shame. He had actually seemed to be a nice guy. She didn't meet too many of those.
So she was on her own again. No big deal. Been on her own. Liked it better that way.
She wove between the thick crowd, slumped over to make herself even smaller. Throngs milled about as usual, ignoring the slushy streets and bitter cold in their thick coats, hats, neon-lined umbrellas, and Holovisors. Curses and shouts followed her when she inadvertently bumped into someone while weaving and dodging the shuffling bodies.
She quickened her pace but heard the ring of metal-shod footsteps still tailed her. Only a stupid tough would plate his boots with chrome. Still, this particular tough was named Sixx, notorious for a mean streak and penchant for slice-and-dice that she wanted to avoid.
Should've stopped asking questions when I was ahead… 
She was so focused on avoiding Sixx that she ran directly into a wall. The collision knocked her backward so hard she bounced off the muddy concrete.
No wall. Impossible on the sidewalk… 
Looking up, two incredibly large men loomed over her. It took a moment of fading dizziness for the two to coalesce into a single person. A leather-clad brute, face obscured by a dog-faced mask. Vapor expelled from the pinhole vents, giving him a rabid appearance.
He seized her by the scruff of the neck, dragged her into the adjacent alley. She shrieked, kicking and clawing, but she may as well have been imaginary for all the regard he gave her. She took a desperate look at the crowds as they passed. They continued on, engrossed in their Holovisors or keeping their heads downcast, eyes on anything but the little girl being dragged away into the darkness.
No one cares. I'm dead to these people. A ghost… 
She was carelessly slung to the ground, wincing when the back of her head rebounded off a concrete wall. The alley was narrow, littered by trash, shadowed by the busted siding of crumbling, graffiti-laced tenement buildings.
Dog Face stood directly over her, blocking any chance of a quick dash to escape. She resorted to the instant man-dropper with a fierce punch to the man's crotch. Her knuckles crunched, pain lanced across her entire arm.
Dog Face's laughter was muffled. He thrust his groin her direction in disgusting fashion, and spikes ripped out from the metal cup beneath his pants.
"Nice try, jade." His backhand was lazy, but the impact of his calloused knuckles struck her like a thunderclap. The alleyway faded in and out while she lay on the cold ground, struggling to get up. Her legs didn't listen to her head. Bloody drool dripped from her mouth, trailing across her arm.
A soft voice drifted over. "Don't hit the rabbit too hard, Tiny. You'll ruin her."
Sixx sidled over, draped in a long, faux-fur coat. Tiny metal spikes jutted from his pale, shaved head like a crown, and crimson light glimmered from a cybernetic eye.
He hitched up his coat and stooped down, cupping Mira's face with a hand tipped with metal claws. "Nice chase, little rabbit. But you can't run forever."
She threw a punch that he easily dodged. "You dwads took my sister. All I want is to get her back!"
"Aw, the rabbit misses her sister. Not to worry, hon. I see a family reunion in your future." His cybernetic eye whirred, clicking like a camera shutter. "This is the one, Tiny. Hanging around our red sites, asking all the wrong questions." He pursed his lips and gave her a sad smile.
"Good news, rabbit. You're about to find out the answers to all your questions. Might even see your sister again. Bad news is you won't be able to tell anyone. Not ever."
A claw jabbed into her neck, and the world instantly grew hazy. The two men became indistinct shadow monsters, voices thick and garbled.
"Take her to the kennel."

Chapter 12

Jett woke up 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 was confined by a heavy covering of plaster that completely enveloped him up to his neck. 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 face of a man who gave orders and expected them to be obeyed. Jett recognized him immediately. William Golding, the man that had placed him in hibernation after the Hellrazors died. But that was in the past.
Jett licked his lips, trying to battle the fear that tried to claw out of his chest. It was impossible. He couldn't still be in the stasis lab. Couldn't have dreamed the entire few months of his life.
"You might be experiencing some disorienting effects. Do you know where you are?"
Jett blinked. The voice was different. He narrowed his eyes. The man standing over the pod didn't look anything like William Golding. He was much younger, in his early thirties. Neatly combed blond hair. Tailored dress shirt and slacks. He was confined to a hovering version of a wheelchair. Jett remembered where he had seen the man before.
"You were at the funeral. You, the woman, and the old man."
The man in the hoverchair smiled. "So you were watching us. I never suspected. Guess I'm not as incognito as I thought. My name is Arthur Milton. I'm sure you have many questions. Why don't I let you out of the med tank, and we can talk."
He pulled up a screen on his holoband and tapped a digital keypad. Jets hissed inside the pod, and the plaster substance instantly liquefied into milky liquid, disappearing down the drain at the bottom. Jett nearly gasped from the rush of air that raised goosebumps on his skin. He slowly emerged, shivering in his wet boxer shorts. He paused, inspecting his body for injuries. To his surprise, the visible bruises were faded as if weeks after the savage beating.
"How… long was I in there?"
"Two days. Your jaw was fractured, cheekbone and nose broken, four ribs cracked, and bruised from head to toe. Pretty amazing, isn't it?" Arthur gestured to a nearby door. "In the bathroom are a clean change of clothes. I took the liberty of burning yours. They were filthy. Shower and dress. We'll talk afterward."
Ⓥ
One side of his face was discolored, still tender. A purple crescent bruise hugged his right eye. He wondered how he looked before the med tank.
Must have been pretty awful.
He'd seen similar Accelerated Healing Process Pods in his own time but had never experienced the process. The AHPPs were reserved for those who could afford the luxury. Back then it would have taken weeks to recover from the damage he'd received. Obviously, they had been improved over time.
He felt better after showering and dressing in a long-sleeved knit shirt and cargo pants. He walked out into a small, darkened warehouse. Nearly everything was shrouded under dusty tarps. It had the look of a place abandoned, the leftovers of a life left behind. Jett guessed a few of the larger tarps covered different vehicles. The floater that carried him there was the only one uncovered. But what drew his eye were several glass-enclosed chambers. Inside of them were armored suits, each topped by modified versions of Vigil's helmet.
Arthur silently guided his hoverchair over. "I thought they might catch your eye." He glanced down at the battered helmet in his lap. "This one has been severely damaged, I'm afraid. Hard to think a human fist could deal out this kind of punishment."
Jett looked down. "You're the one who guided me through that warehouse attack. You're Incognito."
"Not anymore, I'm afraid." Arthur turned his chair toward an elevator door. "Let's go topside. There's nothing left in this cemetery except ghosts."
Jett followed Arthur into a large cargo lift. "So. The attack on the police convoy that killed Kane. That was you?"
"Does it look like I have the physical ability to take out an armored convoy?" Arthur's voice was bitter as he pressed a button, jolting the lift into action.
Jett was silent for a moment. "Was it… her?"
"Viper? God, no. Two officers were killed in that attack. She'd never be so sloppy."
Jett exhaled a sigh of relief before pausing in thought. "Who do you think it was?"
Arthur looked up with a wry expression. "You're minutes out of a med tank, and you're already thinking about what happened on the streets? I don't know if you're a fiend for action or just bored out of your mind. Either way, I guess I can save the sales pitch."
The lift lurched to a stop. The gate rattled open, revealing a dimly lit apartment with expensive furnishings. Jett glanced down at Arthur.
"What sales pitch?"
Arthur glided forward in the hoverchair. "You know. The one where I convince you to become the next Vigil. The real deal. Not the half-baked version you've been cobbling around as."
Jett followed the humming chair into the apartment. He was immediately struck by a surprisingly potent sense of nostalgia when he realized it had been renovated from a lavish hotel with all the gold gilding, rich mosaic carpeting, Renaissance-styled painted ceilings, and Victorian furniture. Paintings lined the walls like an art museum, and every nook and cranny was stuffed with busts, carvings, and collections from bygone eras.
Arthur paused in a hallway where suits of armor were displayed under dramatic lighting. Practically every age and culture was represented. He pointed them out as he passed.
"Mycenaean Greek, Roman centurion, medieval knight, Ottoman knight, Japanese samurai, Chinese Terracotta. In ancient times, the defenseless looked to paladins to protect them. To fight for them, if need be."
Jett shook his head. "Most of that reputation was inflated by the stories and songs about their supposed brave deeds. At best, they were protectors. At worst, they were rapists and cowards hiding behind armor and weapons. The bottom line is that they were soldiers. Good or bad, they rose and fell, lived and died at the orders of their lords and commanders."
"You know firsthand about being a soldier, don't you?"
"I know firsthand that soldiers are pawns. Used for a moment and easily sacrificed."
Arthur regarded him with unruffled calm. "Is that what happened to you?"
Commander Blackwell stared at Jett with cold, unblinking eyes. "I'm sorry, Major. There is simply no place in the future for an outfit like yours. It was a tough call to make, but the New World Council was firm in its decision. Your Hellrazors and the rest of the ACU units are disbanded. The Android Military Units are the future, and will replace you immediately."
Jett's fists clenched. "Yes."
"How did that make you feel?"
"Powerless."
Arthur directed his chair forward. "Because you weren't in control. Your life and the lives of your team were completely at the mercy of superiors who only saw you as a means to an end."
Jett's mouth twisted. "And what — you're supposed to be different? I take orders from you, and I'm supposed to believe you have my best interests at heart?"
"No orders. A partnership. I provide reconnaissance and keep you alive. You work on the ground doing what you apparently love to do: engage the enemy."
They entered a dining room, where a table was set. Ripe fruit glistened in bowls alongside steaming eggs and fresh bread. Condensation slid down glasses of water and mimosas. A tall, cylindrical robot in a tuxedo glanced up from where he stood pouring juice from a pitcher.
"Master Milton. Mr. Wolfe. I've prepared a small meal to break your fast."
"Thanks, Bailey."
Jett's mouth watered. "Wow. Haven't seen real food in a long time."
A small smile touched Arthur's lips. "A little more palatable than your ration bricks, I'm sure. Pull up a seat."
Jett sat down and helped himself to a croissant and spread cream cheese on it. He nearly cried when the flavor exploded in his mouth. After months of tasteless ration bricks, it was the most welcome change he'd experienced since his reawakening.
"Wow." He wolfed down a forkful of bacon and eggs while greedily staring at the food on display. "You always prepare so much?"
Bailey turned his gleaming, bullet-shaped head. "Only when we're expecting company."
Jett grinned around a mouthful of food. "Even I can't eat all of this."
"You're not the only company we're expecting, sir."
The far doors slid open. A woman walked in, practical in a long-sleeved button down and jeans. Her long, raven-black hair gleamed like wet ink, swaying with her sinuous strides. Her dark eyes took Jett in with a disapproving stare. The last time he's seen her was at the funeral. But he immediately knew she was the person behind Viper's mask.
Arthur dipped a nod her direction. "Qhawa."
"Arthur." She took her seat at the table, helping herself to a small cup of tea. Her eyes never left Jett. He felt as though she weighed him with her gaze, judging his worth.
Jett raised a glass of mimosa. "Ms. Qhawa. Or is it Viper? How do you keep from getting all these names tangled?"
"Carefully, Mr. Wolfe. If you cannot perform that simple task, how can you believe yourself worthy of taking on the mantle of Vigil?"
Jett glanced at Arthur. "I don't think she likes me."
"Qhawa doesn't like anyone. Don't worry; she grows on you."
She gave them both a severe look. "Look at you. Boys playing games. Why don't you tell Mr. Wolfe what happened to the last candidate?"
Arthur glared at her. "Straight to point, is it?"
"Why not? He deserves to know."
Arthur sighed, turning to Jett. "What Qhawa is trying to say is that this isn't the first time we've recruited someone."
She stared, never blinking. "You, Arthur. Not me. You recruited someone."
"Fine. I recruited someone. When my body was… shattered, Wayne took it hard. He retired as Vigil, vowing never to don the suit again. I felt different. I wanted… absolution. I thought if there was no Vigil, my sacrifice was for nothing. So I recruited someone. A disillusioned HSSC agent who wanted change. Long story short…"
Jett paused in the act of forking steaming eggs into his mouth. "He died."
"That's right. Walked into an ambush investigating the Diabolis organization."
"The same crew I was onto."
"That's right. It's hardly a coincidence. There's very little vice that Diabolis doesn't have its fingers in. Their network is ingrained in the city like bedrock."
Qhawa sliced a fresh peach open. Juice slid down the blade, dripping onto the saucer. "That's not the point. A man died because you thought he could become a hero. Now you're asking for another man to do so as well. He almost died already. You need to cut him loose before it's too late."
Jett waved a hand. "I'm right here, you know."
She turned her stare his direction. "You are a stranger here. This isn't your fight. It's not even your concern."
Heat flooded to his face at her casual dismissal. "You think I should just drop my head and turn a blind eye like everyone else? Walk around with a V-screen on my face and pretend not to see what's around me? That's not who I am."
"Why? Why risk your life to protect people you don't even know?"
"Because it's right. Because it can make a difference."
Her laughter rang with derision. "If you can't be honest with us, at least be honest with yourself. Why do it?"
"I told you—"
"You told a lie. Try the truth this time. Why do you want to do this?"
"Because… I need this, okay?" His chest heaved as the words blurted out. "When I put the mask on, when I use the tools to fight back, I feel like I have… a purpose. When I came out of stasis, I was lost. A man out of time; no past, no future. Everything I was, everyone I knew — dust. I was a zombie. That only changed when Wayne saved my life in my alley. He gave me the tools to do something real. I was meant to do it." He raised his head, looking her in the eyes. "I was meant for this."
Arthur studied Jett over steepled fingers. "You're a soldier without a war to fight. You've lost literally everything. And if nothing comes of it, your sacrifice was for nothing."
Jett nodded. His breathing felt ragged, his vision blurry. He scrubbed his eyes. "Maybe all I'm good at is fighting."
Qhawa toyed with the knife in her hand. "How would you know if you never try something else?"
"I've tried something else. Ever since waking up in this place, I've tried. It's suffocating. This city is a vise. Every day, squeezing. Crushing. I don't want to be its next victim. Not if I can do something about it. Not if I can fight back. Something Wayne said to me right before he died: 'if you see something wrong, you do something about it. No matter what the cost.' That makes sense to me. That's something I can aspire to."
Qhawa sipped from her cup. "Wayne was a simple man. The world is complicated. He never learned that."
"Then let's make it less complicated. When Alexander the Great was challenged with untangling the Gordian knot, he took his sword and cut it in two. An intractable problem undid by a simple solution."
"The man is a scholar in addition to a poorly-trained fighter." Qhawa's smile was only half-mocking. "So the city is the Gordian knot, I assume. Does that mean you consider yourself an Alexander?"
Jett answered with a smile of his own. "No. I consider myself the sword."
She slowly gave an approving nod, exchanging glances with Arthur.
"This one might do," she said.
Ⓥ
"Your cyberdermis combat suit. The complete set this time."
Back in the underground hub, Jett pulled on the ensemble as Arthur expounded on the details.
"The inside is layered with millions of nanosensors that bond to your physiology, acting as a second epidermis and protecting you from radiation, extreme heat and cold, chemical attacks, etc. The outer layer is lined with a similar anti-Newtonian liquid armor as the trench coat, able to repel standard firearms and some more powerful weapons. Only this version is smarter, able to sync with the info fed from the epidermis layer to provide additional protection where it's most needed. The harder something hits it, the stronger it gets.
"The outer layer is fabric mesh armor reinforced with lightweight alloy plates protecting chest, torso, shoulders, knees, and elbows. You already know the basics of your g-span combat gauntlets. Your new pair are upgraded models. Takes less power, making charges last longer. Your combat stealth boots are equipped with antigrav repellers which grant you a limited boost in jumping and can soften your landing."
"How is it powered?"
"Good question. Self-charging fusion strips are built into the armor, in addition to a number of small sensors that take in energy from various sources, including heat and light. The inner layer can even retain reserve power from the heat of your own body."
Jett stretched and flexed, testing the mobility of the new suit. "This is amazing. It fits perfectly. That should be impossible. I'm taller and larger than Wayne was."
Arthur gave him a wry glance. "That suit is specifically designed to your measurements. While you were healing, I designed and created the suit via our AM."
"AM? What's that?"
"Additive Manufacturer."
"That's crazy." Jett ran his fingers over his armored arm. "You created this using 3D printing?"
"Most things are manufactured this way now. If you have the funds to purchase a top-level AM, there's nearly no limit to what you can create. The floater that brought you here was constructed the same way. The only real restriction is the cost of manufacturing. As you can probably guess, it gets expensive."
Jett shook his head. "The technology was just booming when the Cataclysm struck. The main concern was the illegal manufacture of firearms and other weapons."
"Easy to do now. That's why the gun laws are so strict. Only RCE, HSSC, and other Haven-approved operatives are licensed to carry firearms. Carrying a firearm can cost you a minimum twenty years in the Martian mines. Murder with a gun will get you a life sentence. Using an AM weapon is a federal offense."
"How can the Havens enforce those laws? From what you told me earlier, it sounds like they can barely hold on to their remaining territory."
"They can't enforce the law. They don't even try, except to make an example out of someone. All they can do is control the market."
"Sounds familiar."
"The more things change, the more they stay the same." Arthur handed Jett a gleaming silver helmet. "Similar to the last one, but with improved alloy to take more punishment. I'd still advise against repeated blows to the head if you can help it."
"Yeah, I'll keep that in mind."
Arthur tapped on his holoband interface. A wall panel slid open, revealing rows of weapons and gadgetry.
Jett slapped his hands together. "Now we're getting to the good stuff."
"Don't get too excited. Your weapon access is limited for now."
"Limited?"
"Trust isn't an immediately granted process, Jett. You already know enough to destroy all that Vigil stood for. I'm not granting you the ability to wage full-scale war until I see what you're made of."
Jett folded his arms. "Hey, you were the one trying to turn me into an assassin out there with Kane in the weapons depot."
A thin smile quirked Arthur's mouth. "That was a test, and you passed."
"A test?"
"That's right. Being Vigil is about more than following orders or taking out bad guys. It's about making the right decisions. Having a code of morality that separates you from them, keeps you from becoming what you hunt."
Memories flashed across Jett's mind. Bodies dropping, dead eyes staring up at him. He shook his head. "Not an easy thing to do. Not when things go south. And things tend to go south when you go into combat, no matter how noble your intentions are."
Arthur looked as though he understood. "That's why you're not in this alone. We're a team, Jett. Not a military body with orders meant to be obeyed without question. We work together to solve problems in this city. We challenge each other, learn from each other. "
Jett nodded. "I can deal with that."
"Fantastic. I'm arming you with the neothermic handgun that packs a wallop with either conventional rounds or a secondary thermal option for armored targets."
"I thought firearms were illegal."
"Everything about Vigil is illegal. So you may as well be armed. Proto will brief you on its use on the way out and continue as your digital assistant. I'll provide backup support and watch your back. You sure you still want to go through with this right away? It would be better if you take a break and rest up. Your injuries may have healed, but don't let the accelerated process fool you. It's very easy to re-injure yourself if you don't give your body time."
Jett shook his head. "I can rest after. I made a promise to someone. I'm a man of my word."
"Fine. I won't try to stop you. I won't even ask you what in the world you're investigating that led to you to the most dangerous criminal organization in the city. But when this is over… the real training begins. Understand?"
"Fine."
"Qhawa will fly you to the drop point. After that, it's all on you."
Jett glanced down. Qhawa was a silent silhouette waiting for him beside the floater.
He rubbed his hands together. "All right. Let's do this."

Chapter 13

Moisture droplets skittered across the window of the speeding floater, transforming the colossal injured structures into blurry, looming shadows as they whirred by. Jett glanced over at Qhawa, whose face was just as imperceptible as when it was masked.
"This thing is capable of flying itself, right?"
She kept her eyes on the command dashboard. "Yes."
"So why tag along? You going to watch my back?"
"No."
"Then what is this?"
"I wanted to talk to you."
He smiled. "Could've fooled me."
"What is your strategy in facing Joe Blow again? Your fighting skills were worthless the first time."
He frowned. "My power reserves were near-empty the last time. This time I have a fully-powered cyberdermis combat suit and all the goodies that come with it."
"So you plan just to attack him again?"
"You have a better idea?"
"You should know your enemy. The way he thinks, the motivations that feed his actions. 'If you know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the outcome of a hundred battles.'"
"Yeah, I've read the Art of War."
Her mouth hinted at a smile. "Then you should know the ultimate goal is to subdue an enemy without fighting. The first step to gaining the advantage is knowledge about the enemy you plan to face."
"And I guess you have that knowledge."
"Joe Blow has been in Neo York for quite some time. He's hired muscle. Works for the highest bidder."
"He's more than just muscle. He took a full blast from my spanners and hardly blinked. What's he made out of — granite?"
"He's atavistic. A genetic throwback. Aberrant genes manifest in rare cases, resulting in abilities not seen since the Imperial Age. In this case, freakish strength and near-impenetrable hide."
"Okay… so how do I defeat him? He has to have some kind of weaknesses."
"You might try to appeal to his sense of honor."
"What — like have a friendly little chat with him? Yeah, I don't think he's the one for conversation."
"Why? Because it's not as exciting or satisfying as getting your head smashed in?"
He grunted. "Touché. I'll… think about it."
Her dark eyes flicked in his direction. "Who is Tatsu?"
He shifted in his seat, turning his face away. The hazy view of the shattered city offered little solace. "She… was a member of my team. She's dead."
"Just a member of your team?" Qhawa's intonation hinted at the notion of something more.
He suppressed a stab of irritation when turning toward her. "You seem to be an expert on reading people. What do you think?"
She remained nonchalant, ignoring the barb in his statement. "I think the two of you were lovers. Close both on the battlefield and in the bedroom. I think you understood one another in ways beyond words. Am I on the right track?"
He felt the hollowness reopen, the dull echo of emotion he had thought buried. In his mind, he saw Tatsu's face, the raven sheen of her hair, the softness of her skin against his.
"Yes."
"And when you see me, you are reminded of her."
He looked at her, but there was no mockery on her face. He sighed. "I guess. You don't look like her. She was Japanese. Not…" he paused, taking another look at her.
A hint of amusement twinkled in her dark eyes. "Trying to guess my ethnicity?"
"Don't want to make a fool out of myself."
"My people are from the Quechua regions."
"South America."
"Peru, yes. From my mother's side. My father… well, that's a different story. Just say I'm a bit of this and that."
"Aren't we all? Anyway, some of your mannerisms… remind me of Tatsu, I guess."
"No, you don't guess. You know. I see it when you look at me."
He looked at her, focusing on her lips. They were full and looked ripe for kissing. "See what?"
"Longing. Loneliness. Passion."
Heat flushed across his face. "Sorry. It's not on purpose."
Her eyes locked with his. "You should know that we will never experience that kind of relationship."
"Um… okay."
"Best to get that out the way."
"Yeah, thanks."
She guided the floater down, dropping into the darkened innards of the city. "Now to what I really wanted to talk about."
He snorted a laugh. "Is this the part where you tell me all the reasons that doing this is a stupid idea? Or where you lecture me to not shame the mantle of Vigil?"
She gave him a cool glance. "Actually, this is the part where I warn you."
"Warn me? About what?"
"About the dangers of the life you've chosen if you go through with this."
"I know a little bit about danger, Qhawa."
The floater touched down in a narrow alleyway in the shadow of two towering buildings. Fog floated across the street in front of them, reducing the crowds of pedestrians into warped, ghostly shadows.
"I'm not talking about combat. I'm talking about the balance of power. The structure that exists behind what you see. The establishment you'll be taking on if you put a mask on and fight for the weak and downtrodden. You believe your actions to be heroic. Yet for every gallant act, there is an equally insidious one. You believe yourself ready to be Vigil, but you don't understand the repercussions of your decision. This is not a city that welcomes heroes. It is a city that kills them, either with a swift stroke or by thousands of tiny cuts."
Jett's mind drifted to a past age when blinding light flashed across the sky; a shockwave of unbridled energy painted the horizon unnatural colors while debris rained down like the ruins of a once glorious dream. He replied in a raspy undertone. "I know all about heroes dying."
She tilted her head, studying him. "And what did that accomplish? Did this person's death change anything?"
He remained silent for a moment before answering. "It changed everything."
He activated the door control and exited as the door slip upward with a whirring sound. Tapping his headgear, he took a last look at Qhawa as the metallic shielding slid into its masked form around his face. The floater's door closed, cutting off his view. Her voice buzzed over the datcom as the vehicle's propulsion jets lifted it skyward.
"Try to stay alive, Vigil."
He watched as the floater was swallowed by the murky fog and precipitation. "I will."
Turning the collar of his trench up, he walked to the corner of the alley and into another dilapidated subway entrance. He descended into the gloom.
Ⓥ
"Check."
The playing cards were small as dominoes in Joe Blow's thick, gnarled fingers. He squinted at his hand, spewing cigar smoke from the corner of his mouth. His beady eyes scanned his opponents. Three other players were in the game, hunched over a table with a v-note counter in the middle. A swipe of the holoband placed the bets, adding to the digital pot. The funds would instantly download into the winner's account.
The compound lights were dim, the building largely vacant. Dusty crates and outdated equipment corralled the group as they engaged in their game.
Joe Blow towered above the others even when seated, his bulk taking up nearly half the table. The others were forced to sit closer than they would have chosen otherwise, which cause a lot of suspicious stares and card guarding.
"C'mon, gents." His baritone voice rumbled, making the tabletop quiver. "Ain't like I got all day."
Jake the Flake was slim and tall next to anyone else. He gnawed on a toothpick, exposing a gleaming golden tooth. "No need to rush. You going somewhere?"
"Yeah, outta my mind if you bozos don't pick up the pace."
Jake flinched as though Joe Blow feigned a punch. "Fine. Check."
Paul Onion chuckled, jowls shaking while looking his cards over. "Patience, big man." He glanced over at Mister Sister. "Check."
Mister Sister gave them an easy smile, running a manicured hand through her long, flowing mane of bleach-blond hair before turning her cards up. The rest of them did the same, groaning and grumbling when Mister Sister won another hand. The pot flashed as the funds were deposited.
Joe Blow grunted. "You've been pretty lucky today, Sister. Makes a man start to raise some questions."
Mister Sister raised an eyebrow. "Like 'why do I suck at poker?' That's what I'd be asking If I were you."
He coughed out a raspy laugh. "If you were me, you'd be one second away from throttling you. Don't push your luck."
She dismissed the threat with a casual shrug. "Speaking of which, I heard someone pushed you pretty hard a couple of days ago. Took your crew out and went toe-to-toe with you for a minute."
"A minute is about forty seconds too long. And my so-called crew were a bunch of lightweights. More like dead weight. Window dressing. I'm the only protection that counts, and you know it."
"Still, pretty bold for someone to come onto your turf and pick a fight. Any idea who might be behind the move?"
Paul Onion paused in the act of lifting a foot-long sandwich to his mouth. "Yeah, you got a clue who it might be? The Crimson Kings? What about those Warmongers? They're always sniffing around like they want a bigger piece of the pie."
"Don't know, don't care. I get paid to kick ass. That's what I do." Joe Blow exhaled a trio of perfect smoke rings. "You're the ones who deal with everything else. Unless you feel like taking it up with the head honcho."
"Not necessary." Mister Sister lifted a martini with elegant grace and sipped. "We're charting it up as an anomaly for now, but you will be a dear and let us know if it happens again, won't you?"
The lights winked out.
Joe Blow sat where he was as panicked cries erupted from the others. He grinned. Bunch of pansy babies. If an electric outage was enough to terrorize some of Diabolis' top lieutenants, the organization was a mess.
A familiar humming noise became audible. Joe Blow's grin widened.
"It's happening again."
Paul Onion was a bulky, shambling shadow in the dark. His voice was thick with barely-suppressed panic. "What's happening? Whaddya talking about?"
What followed took only a few seconds. Jake the Flake shrieked when something snatched him off his feet. Noises like raw meat pounded by a hammer followed before his body struck the ground completely unconscious.
Mister Sister dropped low, yanking a gleaming pistol from her side. Something whirred across the room, striking her in the temple. The gun fired an errant shot as she fell.
Paul Onion fared no better. Electric arcs flared across his body with a sizzling sound. He dropped to the floor, smoke wafting from his ruined clothes.
The lights flickered back on.
Joe Blow never moved. He still sat at the poker table, massive hands folded on the tabletop. His playing partners were strewn across the compound floor, out cold. A masked figure sat in one of the empty chairs, facing Joe as if waiting for a card to be dealt.
The man's face was completely covered by a gleaming, silvery helmet with a slash of red as the visor. Sleek, prototype military-standard body armor was barely visible under his heavy trench coat. The gauntlets covering his hands and forearms glimmered with pulsing blue lights.
Joe Blow blew a stream of cigar smoke in the man's direction. "Nice suit. Better than what you wore last time. You ready for round two, that it?"
The voice from the helmet was flat and mechanical. "Not if I can help it."
"Then you came to the wrong place, bud. I don't like you much. Wouldn't be a problem to smash your pretty helmet in again. Fact is, it would be a pleasure."
"I was hoping we could settle things without resorting to violence." The visor slit pulsed scarlet with every word.
Joe Blow scratched his chin. "Is that right? You're gonna set the terms to me? Who the hell are you supposed to be, anyway?"
"I'm Vigil."
Joe Blow laughed. "The crime-fighter from way back when? Thought you was just an urban legend. That was like twenty years ago. You gotta be an old man under that suit. If you're even human, that is. Why don't you take that helmet off, show me what you're made of?"
Vigil folded his arms. "No."
Joe Blow felt his muscles tense, straining the threads of his brand-new suit. Veins in his neck throbbed with the rush of anticipatory adrenaline. "You don't say? You waltz in, attack my people and think you can just sit down and talk? Guess again, chump."
"An unmasking isn't what I'm here for."
Joe Blow jerked a thumb at his face. "See this mug? Pretty, ain't it? When I was a pup, my first memories were of my folks covering it up. Didn't want their friends to see the little freak. The monster. When I got older, kids used to pick on me. Push me around, throw rocks, call me Frankenstein, Goblin Face, whatever. Where's your mask, they'd ask me. Oh yeah, you're wearing one. And then they'd laugh."
He grinned. "But I got the last laugh. Nature has a way of balancing things out. Ugly creatures usually get nice little presents: Poisonous spines, razor teeth, ink propulsion and whatnot. Or in my case, freak strength with a tough hide to boot. After that, no one made fun of my mug anymore. 'Cause they knew I'd rip their pretty little heads off their shoulders without breaking a sweat."
He leaned forward, towering over Vigil. "But you know what I never did? I never hid my face. Never wore a mask. It's what sneaks do. What cowards do. So here's my terms, Robo-chump. You take that helmet off, and we can talk. Or you keep in on and see if you can stop me from using it for a soccer ball."
Vigil didn't respond. Joe Blow found the lack of expression to be slightly unnerving. All he saw was his own glowering face reflected off the helmet's gleaming exterior. He gritted his teeth and rose to his feet.
"Not talking? Suits me just fine." He snatched the table and flung it aside like a piece of kindling. Vigil remained seated. Something glinted in his hand, humming with charged energy.
Joe Blow had just enough time to register that it was a handgun before the weapon shot him in the face.
Pain exploded across his entire head. He roared, arms flailing as he stumbled back. Tears streamed from his eyes as acrid smoke wafted from his flesh. Blurry streaks of movement marked Vigil as he darted forward, gauntlets streaking like laser lights across the room. They struck Joe Blow in repeated patterns of jabs and heavy punches, every strike punctuated by a flash of galvanic energy that sent electricity arching across Joe's body. He grunted as his muscles trembled, pain searing like his veins caught on fire.
He ignored it, striking out and connecting with a punch that lifted Vigil off his feet and sailing back a dozen yards.
The lights when out again.
Joe Blow roared, swinging his arms blindly. "Stop hiding, you coward. Show yourself!"
"Over here."
Joe Blow turned around just in time to see a glowing fist. The blow caught him in the chin; stars danced across his vision. He snarled and tottered forward, seizing Vigil with one hand and slamming him into the ground so hard the concrete chattered. Gray powder lifted into the air, creating a chalky haze.
A grin stretched across Joe Blow's face. "Got you now."
"Funny, I was thinking the same about you." A thin cable shot from Vigil's gauntlets and wrapped around Joe's neck, yanking him down. Vigil slapped both humming gauntlets against Joe's head.
The world exploded in agony.
Ⓥ
He jolted awake, groaning as the world circled in dizzy circles around him. It couldn't have been more than a few seconds because Vigil was still there, standing just out of reach in a wary stance. The lights had been turned back on.
"Why…" Joe grimaced, rubbing the bridge of his nose. The skin on his face felt blistered. Didn't matter much. He healed quickly, and it wasn't like he was known for his good looks anyway. "Why didn't you try and finish me off?"
"I told you, I'm not here to pick a fight with you."
"Then what the hell are you here for? Admiring the décor?"
"I want to know why a guy like you would want to soil his rep playing guard dog to a bunch of child molesters."
Joe Blow tried dusting off his suit, frowning at the stains. They were going to be hell to get out. Chumps at the cleaners always doubled on his charges because of his size. Greedy bastards. "Don't know what you're talking about. I get paid for guarding cargo. Plain and simple."
Vigil tilted his head. "Ever think to ask what this cargo is?"
"No. Never mattered. I provide a service. What the business happens to be is none of my concern."
"Even if it happens to be children? You really want to contribute to the sex trade? Your hands will be just as dirty as the perverts who molest those kids."
"What kids? You keep yapping on about brats I never laid eyes on."
"Why don't we take a look? If I'm right, you can make a decision. If I'm wrong, we can pick up where we left off."
Joe Blow's brows knitted together. "Maybe I don't wanna make a decision. Maybe I just wanna get paid. You don't cross certain lines in this business. Once you do, there ain't no turning back."
Vigil looked up at him. "What business? The child slave business? That's what you want your name associated with?"
Joe Blow frowned. "Private quarters are in the back. I'll take you there. And then we'll see how this is gonna end… Vigil."

Chapter 14

Vigil followed Joe Blow as the giant led him to the back of the compound. He stifled a groan as a flash of pain lanced across his ribs. The suit had absorbed much of the impact of Joe Blow's attacks, but just barely. He didn't think he could have lasted much longer against his much stronger, more durable opponent.
Thank goodness he was able to listen to reason. Maybe Qhawa wasn't so wrong after all.
They stopped in front of a bare wall. Jett stopped, taking an uneasy glance around.
"Nothing back here."
"Says you." Joe Blow slipped on a tech-enhanced glove and reached to a portion of the wall, thrusting it aside like a shower curtain.
Vigil took a closer look, fingering what turned out to be flexible material that perfectly blended with the color and texture of the surrounding wall. "What is this, shape-memory polymer?"
Joe Blow grunted as he entered the hallway behind the façade. "Yeah. A prototype. Becomes rigid when hit with an electric charge, like from this glove. And vice-versa. Only this one is enhanced with adaptive camouflage. Bends light or something. Wanna know more, interrogate a labcoat. You coming or not?"
He led the way, blocking Jett's entire view as they walked into a metallic tunnel illuminated by recess lights overhead. It ended at a doorway, where an armed guard in tactical gear stood at duty.
He took a look up at Joe Blow and swallowed. "What… are you doing here? Thought you were taking care of the compound."
"Got bored. Thought I'd take a walk."
The guard shifted nervously. "No one is allowed through without proper clearance."
Joe Blow's grin displayed nearly every oversized tooth. "Howzabout I give your face a firsthand tour of your backbone? That enough clearance for you?"
Sweat slid down the guard's face. "I'll… have to call it in."
Joe Blow's beefy hand shot out, completely enveloping the man's head.
"Don't."
Ⓥ
A short walk down a dimly lit hallway led to an entrance carved with phallic imagery. They stood behind a perforated steel screen, peering through the holes at the scene of perversion beyond. Bile rose in Vigil's throat.
The warehouse was converted into a stylish bordello fashioned in French Victorian décor. The walls and embroidered draperies were shades of scarlet, casting the room the color of blood. Lavish furniture and antique fixtures decorated the crimson-carpeted floor.
Intricately designed wall partitions separated the area into semi-private sections, where gold-gilded cages had been constructed. Velvet cushions were scattered across the interior, and sheer silk drapes hung on railings for additional privacy. A child was secured in every gleaming cage. The boys and girls were partially covered in indecent, filmy scraps of lace and silk. Their faces were painted, their hair perfectly coifed, their skin glistening with oil.
None of them looked older than twelve.
Figures moved about the room, draped in garish robes and cloaks, faces covered by intricate masks carved into a wide variety of grotesqueries. Most were fashioned after beasts of prey — lions, leopards, wolves, ravens, and more. The bejeweled masks were lacquered like wet paint, glistening in the dim light.
Some of them moved from one cage to the next, fawning over the children with gloved hands, silent and malevolent, drinking in the fear from the caged prisoners like vampires of lore. Others led selected children further back, where silken tents were erected, entranceways open like devouring mouths.
Security was barely visible, just silhouettes in the shadows. Armed figures in black, gleaming armor. It was difficult to tell if they were human or automatons.
Vigil glanced up at Joe Blow. The giant gazed around with distaste twisting his misshapen lips. Something glinted in his eyes. Jett recognized the same feral rage he felt within himself, so acrid he tasted it in his throat.
"Still feel like money is worth turning a blind eye?"
Joe Blow growled, face constricting in fury. "No. I didn't sign up for this. I'm outta here."
"Just going to walk away?"
Joe Blow gave him a searching glance. "You're not the original Vigil."
Jett nearly stumbled. "What… do you mean?"
"You don't got a clue what's going on, do you? Those masks? Council of Beasts. Inner circle of Diabolis. Top of the food chain. Untouchable. You get in their business, you don't just die. You put everyone around you in their cross-hairs. You don't know these people. What they can do. Even to someone like me. I can't interfere. But I'm not gonna stop you, either."
Vigil's fists clenched. "Then I have work to do."
Joe Blow took a last look around before exiting with a savage snarl. The heavy clop of his Oxfords faded as he stormed back into the tunnel.
Vigil walked around the steel partition. The Beasts paused, noting his approach. They stood still and silent, masks gleaming, hidden eyes regarding him as if disbelieving of his existence.
Vigil activated Intimidation Mode. His vision turned scarlet when his visor pulsed with red light. A visual panel sprang up inside the helmet, threat detection illuminating the black-armored guards.
His voice transformed into an electronic rasp. "Beasts of the Underbelly. You've feasted on your last victims tonight. You think you are safe. You think you are the ultimate predators. You are wrong. Tonight, you are prey. Tonight, you are mine."
The lights flickered off.
The chamber erupted in pandemonium. The Beasts scattered, blindly running for the exits as the guards streaked forward, armed with batons that hummed with every movement. Vigil activated an energy shield on his left g-span, absorbing the blow from the first guard that reached him. The impact rocked his arm; sparks sizzled from the impact.
Proto's voice buzzed in his ear. "Scanners indicate the guards are mechanical. Standard issue sentinel models, predictable in attack patterns. Feel free to use lethal force."
Vigil grinned. His fully-charged fist shot out, punching right through the guard's helmet. The automaton stumbled back, head completely disintegrated. A buzzing indicator alerted Vigil to another attack from his blind side. He ducked, narrowly avoiding a vicious baton swing. Grabbing the guard by the arm, he used its momentum to slam it to the floor. A thermal blast from his g-span finished it, leaving a smoldering crater in its chest.
Vigil glanced up. The Beasts shoved and clawed at one another in their haste to exit the room. He snatched the handgun from its holster, aimed at the leg area, and fired several shots. Screams of pain and bodies dropping confirmed the hits. Without slowing, Vigil caught the arm of a black-armored guard, stopping it in mid-swing. Switching the gun to thermal mode, he blew a sizzling hole through the guard's robotic midsection.
The threat indicator buzzed on his left, allowing him to drag the malfunctioning body to shield himself from the unseen assailant's attack. Shoving his gun through the searing cavity of the first guard, he fired a second shot. Both bodies fell to the ground, showering sparks from a writhing mass of intestinal wires.
He straightened, reactivating the lights. Startled faces surrounded him. The children shrank as far away from him as their cages allowed, eyes wide. They didn't speak or make any noise. Silence hung over the entire chamber like a soft blanket, making the soft shuffling and groaning from the fallen Beasts sound like scrapes and screams in the dark.
Vigil strode over. The Beasts clutched their wounded limbs while trying to raise themselves erect. One by one, he yanked their brutish masks off, exposing the faces beneath. They were not what he expected.
They were… beautiful.
Two men and one woman were crippled by his shots, abandoned by their brethren and left to their fates. The men were polar opposites; one as dark as the other was fair, but both sharing a fine-boned look of genetic perfection with flawless skin, striking eyes, and luxurious hair. The woman's features nearly made the men look ordinary. Red-haired with the skin the color of rich cream and eyes the shade of emeralds, she gazed up at Vigil with a mixture of revulsion and defiance. Her glimmering white teeth clenched together in a furious snarl.
"You dare to attack a Denizen? Whoever you are, you will pay for this disrespect with your—"
"You're in no position to make threats," Vigil said. "Whoever you are, you didn't listen."
"Whoever we are?" The fair-skinned man's shockingly-blue eyes widened. "You don't know what a Denizen is? We are occupants of Haven Core, you fool. You can do nothing to us. Harm done to a Denizen by an Outsider is a crime punishable by death."
Vigil punched the man in his beautiful face. It felt like hitting soft putty. The Denizen dropped to the floor as though his legs were broken.
Vigil turned to the dark-skinned one. "So you're from the Haven. But you have to come outside the reservation to indulge in your little… perversions, don't you? Too bad. Because you're in my world, now. And preying on children is a crime where I come from."
The man spat at Vigil's feet. "Do your worst, animal. Unless you kill us, there is no law to enforce. Nothing you can do to prevent us from walking away back to a world you can only dream about."
Vigil punched the man in his beautiful face. The result was the same as the first.
He stepped over the unconscious body, closer to the woman. She raised to her knees, grimacing as she clutched a hand over her wounded leg. She still managed a defiant grin when she stared up at him.
"Are you going to beat me too? It turns you on, doesn't it? How easily you can make a person submit to you with your enhancements and physical power."
Vigil hesitated, uneasy from the penetrating nature of her words. For a second, he almost forgot his face was shielded. She seemed to stare into him as if she saw him naked and vulnerable.
He gathered himself quickly, thrusting a finger at her. "You don't know what you're talking about."
"Don't I?" She laughed, running her tongue across her gleaming teeth. "Look at you. Playing dress-up with your armor and mask. You think it makes you powerful. A white knight entering the dragon's lair to save the captured children. You naive fool. Do you see any locks on those cages? These children are guests, not prisoners. Ask them if they want to leave. Go ahead. See if they want a savior to rescue them."
He held a warning hand as he turned. The children were still in their cages. Peering through the gilded bars with somber eyes. Silent. Unmoving.
Vigil gestured to them. "It's okay. You can come out now. No one is going to hurt you."
Not one of them moved. The nearest edged back, cowering at the sound of his voice.
He dropped to one knee, assuming the least threatening posture possible. "You're free to go. There's nothing to be afraid of."
Still not a movement. The woman erupted in peals of mocking laughter.
"You see? These children feel safe here. We took them off the streets. Gave them hot baths and warm meals. Gifted them with a sense of family. A sense of belonging. You think you can do better for them? Their own parents threw them away like trash. We saved them. We—"
Vigil silenced her with a k-dart to the neck. She dropped to sleep in mid-sentence, slumping forward to fall face-first on the carpeted floor. Turning to the children, he deactivated his face-shield. The sections folded back, revealing his face to them.
"Everything is all right now. No one will hurt you again while I'm around."
One of the boys started to cry. Pushing open the door of his golden cage, he staggered forward, arms held outward. As if on signal, a stream of children followed. They surrounded Vigil, touching his armor, his face as if trying to affirm he was real. Some of them sobbed like the first child, but most of them were silent as if their tears had been spent a long time ago.
Vigil's jaw trembled. He scooped the first child up, letting the boy cry on his shoulder as he stood. A young girl took his hand, pointing at where a door was cunningly hidden in the wall.
"There's more," she whispered.
Ⓥ
The door opened with a piteous squeal on its rusty hinges. The stench of urine and unwashed bodies wafted from the darkened interior. Vigil entered a room thick with the humidity of sweat and tears. The sound of quiet weeping slid down the walls like condensation.
The cages inside weren't gilded in gold. They were cruel steel enclosures so confining that the children inside only had room to crouch. They were half-starved, listlessly staring as Vigil drew nearer. He felt his muscles quiver from the rage that coursed through his veins.
"I should have killed them."
His helmet buzzed. He engaged the visor again, the panels sliding over his face. A window opened up inside, morphing into a ghostly image of Incognito.
"This is… terrible, Vigil."
Vigil's fists clenched. He turned to the freed children, who gazed at him as if awaiting orders. "Get them out of these cages."
They rushed to comply, freeing the latches and helping the imprisoned children escape. Vigil strode from one cage to the next, furiously ripping the doors from their hinges.
Incognito's visage continued. "You shouldn't have exposed yourself. Concealing your identity is the most important part of what you do."
"They wouldn't have trusted me otherwise. Are you watching everything?"
"I have visual access through your visor, yes. It's a safety precaution."
"It's invasive. You're able to track the suit's signal. That should be enough."
Incognito sighed. "You can change the settings with Proto if you want. For now, you have to consider the implications of this attack. I can't believe your first mission results in the infiltration of an op ran by Denizens. I can't overstate how dangerous your situation is, Vigil. This isn't what you need to be taking on at this point."
"Really? Tell that to these kids, Incognito. This is war. Understand? I don't care who these people are. They're going down. Brick by brick if that's what it takes."
"We'll discuss this later. Get the children out, then vanish before more heat arrives. A floater will be positioned topside for you." Incognito's image fizzled out.
Vigil paused after tearing another cage door off. His breath hissed through his teeth as he reached and scooped up the girl inside. Her face was badly bruised, but he recognized her.
He gently shook her shoulder. "Mira."
Her eyes blinked open, widening when they focused on him. She snarled, swatting his hands away. "Get away from me!"
He realized she couldn't recognize him with the visor on. For a split second, he considered removing it again. But he considered Incognito's warning.
"I'm… a friend. Jett sent me."
She stared at him, then around as recognition dawned. All around were children. Some supported others barely strong enough to stand on their own. The cages were emptied, the children crowding around Vigil with eyes glistening with tears and hope.
Mira leaped out of the cage, frantically searching the mass of faces. "Zoe?"
One of the girls from the golden room screamed. "Mira!"
"Zoe!" The children made way as she ran into the arms of her sister. The two clutched each other tightly, tears streaming down their faces.
Vigil swallowed the lump in his throat. "Okay. Everyone take someone's hand. No one gets left behind. I'm getting you out of here."

Chapter 15

Agent Ronnie Banks arrived at the site of another disaster. She groaned. The sheer amount of flashing lights and gawking crowds meant nothing but trouble. Landing her spinner a few yards from the scene, she surveyed the area. The crowds seemed unusually excited, some shaking their fists and yelling. Had to be something serious for so many to have removed their holovisors. The screens glowed like decorative lights, bobbing to and fro among the shifting masses. The collective illumination made the sector brighter than the average night, where only a few lonely streetlights cut through the heavy shadows.
She froze at the sight of a familiar face. Just for a second, Jett Wolfe was visible in the milling crowd. His thick jacket was of much better quality than the one he wore when he came to the precinct. Somehow he stood out, alone despite the chaos around him. His eyes were sharp, his stance alert as if he expected to have to run or fight any second.
What's he doing here?
He was quickly swallowed by the shifting bodies. Ronnie activated the floater's doors, exiting the vehicle as they slid upward.
Then again, why wouldn't he be? Looks like everyone in the area showed up.
A holograph materialized in front of her in the form of news reporter Cam Danvers from NYN Studios. She thrust a microphone in Ronnie's face.
"What can you tell the public about the situation here, Agent Banks?"
Ronnie kept walking. "No comment."
Cam kept pace, unconcerned when a passerby walked right through her digital image. "They say the Underground is nearly shut down out of concern for an attack deep within. They say a war erupted. There's talk of a man in a mask with a vendetta against gang members."
"Practically everyone in the city wears a mask, Cam. Find someone else to shake down."
"How long will the RCE have no answers for the citizens of this city, Agent Banks? How long until they've had enough?"
Ronnie walked past a No Press barricade, where Cam's signal would cut off if crossed. The reporter remained behind, shouting her network's anthem. "The public has a right to know!"
A group of rookie officers stood around, looking stiff in their uniforms. Their sergeant turned to greet her as she approached. "Agent Banks. Ready for a real snafu?"
"What's going on, Mack?"
"Gotta see it to believe. Not gonna like it, though." He glanced around. "Where's your partner?"
"On his way. You can say his name, Mack. You guys went to the Academy together, for God's sake."
"I went to the Academy with a man, Ronnie. Not whatever he is now. It ain't right. Not what happened to him. And not what they did with what was left of him."
"It was his choice, Mack."
"Choice?" He harrumphed through his thick mustache. "Damn those Denizens. He never had any choice once they got their filthy fingers involved."
She leaned toward him, keeping her voice level. "Want to get on their radar? Keep announcing it to the world. You know they have eyes everywhere. Remember what happened to Ralph."
"Ralph was a dumbass." Mack lowered his voice, however; directing his officers to clear a path. They shoved their way into the crowd, who grudgingly let them pass. Ronnie adjusted her firearm as she followed the black-suited agents. The ugly mood was palpable, like a storm about to break. She'd seen enough riots erupt to know that a single spark could create madness in a matter of seconds. Many of the faces were covered by masks or goggles; others rendered nearly featureless by heavy hoods. Some shouted at her as she passed.
"They gonna pay!"
"Pigs for show. They drop charges, wait and see."
"You gonna let Dens walk, pigs?"
Dens? A rush of adrenaline made Ronnie feel dizzy. The shifting masses blurred around her. There was no way that a Denizen would be in the worst part of the city. Not unless—
The sight was surreal enough to be unnerving. Most of the officers in the city were present, in rigid formation behind a hi-volt barricade erected tall enough to prevent anyone foolish from trying to leap over. The RCE officers appeared unusually uneasy, but it wasn't because of the angry throngs that surrounded them. It was because of the source of the uproar.
Three Denizens were secured to a street lamp post; arms raised above their heads by wired manacles attached to the lamp's control panel. If they tried to free themselves, they would be electrocuted. They were forced to remain there, shackled in one of the worst neighborhoods in Neo York like disgraced angels exiled from a vengeful heaven. Their outlandish robes only made the contrast more distinct.
Yet there was no fear on their cherubic faces. They gazed at the raucous crowds with searing contempt, faces calm and unruffled. As if the people had gathered to face their judgment, instead of the other way around.
Ronnie knew all too well that was more than likely the case.
"What the hell is going on here, Mack? Who's in charge?"
He gave her a worried glance. "Far as I know, you are."
"What? We're looking at three Denizens shackled to a light post. There should be a ranking officer at the very least. Where's Commissioner Miller?"
"Not here. Don't think he wants to be. I call him and report; he says 'keep me informed' and hangs up. Can't get the Chief on the wire at all. No one wants this, Ronnie. You're the Agent. It's in your hands now."
She looked at the other officers and realized it was true. There was no one there that outranked her. She took a deep breath, hoping her expression didn't reveal the razor-winged butterflies that carved ulcers in her stomach. The Denizens twisted around to stare at her, realizing she was the figure of authority over their situation. The tall, blond-haired man offered her a thin-lipped smile, eyes glimmering like freshly polished sapphires.
Mack gave them a nervous glance. "They only gave us their names. Blond one calls himself Ulysses. The other is Ramses. Woman's name is Electra."
"Royal or mythological names. They do think highly of themselves, don't they?"
Mack cleared his throat. "That's not all, Ronnie." He gestured to the Underground entrance.
Ronnie hesitantly stepped over and peered into the tunnel. It was packed full of preteen children, boys and girls who stared back at her with haunted eyes.
"What's the deal with the kids?"
Mack shuffled his feet, barely meeting her gaze. "They… say they were kept in cages. By the Dens. I sent a team inside. They found some sort of lair deep down. Matches what the kids claim. They say the Dens did… things to them."
Ronnie's stomach clenched. "What kind of things?"
A tortured expression etched across Mack's face. "You know what kind."
Anger surged so quickly that her vision reddened. "All of them say the same thing?"
"The ones who will talk. Some are too afraid. Some too messed up to be coherent."
The crowd rocked back and forth, shouting in a chorus of fury. Some had weapons brandished in the air. For once Ronnie didn't care. They were reflections of the rage she felt inside. One chant caught on with the crowds, shouted over and over again.
Make them pay!
Make them pay!
Make them pay!
She stalked over to where the Denizens were shackled. Ulysses smiled again. He would have been strikingly handsome had it not looked like someone punched his face in. His nose was broken, his lips split, his right eye nearly obscured by heavy bruising.
"You'll let us out, won't you, Agent? I'm sure you want to do the right thing. After all, this is simply a terrible misunderstanding." His voice was velvet-soft, his gaze sharp with malice. Ronnie saw the hatred, the shame he tried to hide. He thought nothing of her, would kill her if he could just for witnessing his humiliation.
"You know me?"
Another condescending smile. "Oh, indeed. Headstrong orphan who survived the gritty streets to become a decorated Agent for the RCE. Bravo, Agent. Not many make it that far in those circumstances. Not… completely intact, anyway. A shame what happened to your partner. That's what — your fifth one so far? One might think pairing with you is bad luck, Agent Banks."
A wave of heat scalded her cheeks. She felt the eyes of the other officers watching her. "One might think imprisoning children for perverted sex games is the sign of a deranged mind."
His grin widened. "That's exactly why we were sent there. Haven Core caught wind of this disgusting business. That's why they sent their best agents to handle the situation. We're doing the job your agency won't do. You can thank us later for picking up your slack."
Ronnie's eyes narrowed. "What the hell are you saying?"
Electra turned, stabbing Ronnie with a scalding glare. "What do you think? We're HSSC. Our mission was to infiltrate and dismantle. Our cover was blown, and we were ambushed. It was only by luck that none of us were killed."
"I don't believe you."
"It doesn't matter what you believe. You're in over your head, Agent Banks. Our authority supersedes yours, and I'm giving you a direct order to release us. You don't want to impede our investigation any further, I assure you. You know what happens to those who do."
Ronnie stared into the eyes of the fiery-haired woman. Could she be telling the truth? There was something behind her words, something hidden behind her fierce demeanor. She wanted Ronnie to believe her. Desperately. A bead of sweat slid down Electra's forehead, dripping off the tip of her perfect nose.
Ronnie folded her arms. "You're lying."
"What?"
"The HSSC would never botch an operation so badly. Had they been involved, there would have been quite a few bodies left behind before they went down. I'm willing to bet that the only blood at the scene belongs to you three. Someone ambushed you; that much is sure. But it wasn't any undercover op gone wrong. We'll get to the bottom of this. After you've been processed, maybe I'll tell you what we find."
Ramses lifted his head. Like Ulysses, his face was painfully bruised. Despite that, he spoke in a deep and commanding voice. "You're going to try to arrest us? Denizens of Haven Core? You don't have the authority."
"Authority? If you were really HSSC someone with authority would have already arrived to claim you." Ronnie watched Ramses' face sag, confirming the truth. "Even if you were just a few Denizens slumming for thrills, someone with authority would have pulled your feet from the fire. But no one is coming for you. You're all alone out here. Which means you're under my authority."
She turned to Sergeant Mack. "Process them. Get their injuries treated and put them in lockup."
To his credit, the sergeant didn't hesitate despite the visible unease on his face. "Right away, Agent." Turning to his squad, he bellowed orders. "All right, you got your orders, ladies. Let's get these suspects processed."
The Denizens' expressions slowly changed from haughty calm to mounting horror as they were freed from their shackles only to be cuffed again by the stony-faced RCE unit. The crowds burst into wild applause and cheering as the Denizens were led into an armored transport.
Ronnie motioned to Sergeant Mack. "I'm coming with."
"You sure, Ronnie? Heard about how the last transport went down. That was just some lowlife perp. This bust is a hundred times more volatile. Could get messy."
"All the more reason for an extra set of eyes. I need roving drones with high alert threat scanners. Keep a sharp lookout for any rooftop movement. I'm not losing anyone this time. And I'm not giving up this bust."
Mack nodded. "Like you say, Agent."
She opened the door and jumped into the passenger seat of the transport. The driver gave her a thumbs up. His voice crackled over the datcom.
"Got drones in the air and eyes on the rooftops. You give us the green light, Agent."
"Let's do it, then."
She glanced behind, were a narrow window allowed a view of the captive Denizens. Huddled together under the watchful eyes of armored RCE guardsmen, they didn't look regal or extraordinary at all. They were just people dressed in peculiar robes, disheveled and pitiful. Having realized their bluff was called, they broke down like any other suspect. Ulysses had his face in his hands. Electra glanced up, meeting Ronnie's gaze. Mortification and hatred glimmered in her eyes, but she looked away first.
The pilot waved a hand. "Got a priority call coming in. Patching it through."
Commissioner Miller's angry voice buzzed over the com. "Agent Banks, what the hell do you think you're doing?"
"Bringing in some suspects, sir."
He made a strangled sound. "I'm watching you on the news, Agent. Those so-called suspects are Denizens of Haven Core."
"I'm aware of that, sir."
"Then you're aware that we have no authority to arrest them. They handle their own cases. You're not about to bring HSSC down on my neck. I'm ordering you to release them."
She whirled her finger at the pilot, indicating take-off. "I'm sorry, sir, but I can't hear you. Must be some interference."
"You're not using that flimsy excuse on me. I know the lines are good. I'm not taking the heat for this. You let those Denizens go. That's an order!"
"You're breaking up, sir. I'll see you at the precinct."
"Agent. You'll lose your shield for this. Do you hear me? You'll be the one in a cell!"
She cut the call off, glancing outside the window. The transport propelled upward, thrusters expelling clouds of vapor as they took the vehicle upward. The crowds lit up from the glow, cheering as the transport gained speed, maneuvering through the tangle of crisscrossed structures.
The pilot glanced at her. "Sure about this, Agent? Commish sounded pretty steamed."
She took a deep breath, suddenly itching for a vape despite quitting years ago. "Surer than I've been in a long time."
Ⓥ
Several hours later, she dropped her floater down on a drive in the Districts. The rising sun cast sharp rays between the buildings, nearly blinding her. Exiting the vehicle, she strode toward a dilapidated brownstone building. The door admitted her automatically. The interior was staged like a place for sale or rent. Clean and tidy, but without personality and unused in appearance. She strode up to the master bedroom. Taking a deep breath, she entered.
A body of a man lay on the bed, shrouded by clean white linen. The bed itself was a medical capsule, sealing the body inside. The man's head was emaciated, bones jutting against the parchment skin. Tubes protruded from his mouth and the veins of his bony arms. A cap was snugly fitted over his head, overlaid with blinking sensors. The only sound was the hissing of the air system as it fed oxygen to his body.
A large shape moved in the corner. Electric blue eyes glowed from the shadows of a metallic face.
"Sorry I let you down, Ronnie," Isaac said.
"You didn't." She pulled a chair from the wall, dragged it beside him and sat down. Exhaling a long breath, she released the tension she'd been holding all night.
"I got the call. Heard Dens were involved. I… just froze, Ronnie. Got flashbacks of that night. The truck, the blinding light. The pain… it wasn't just a memory. It was like living it all over again. Imagine that. In this body…" He glanced down at himself. "I felt pain. It should be impossible."
She placed a warm hand over his smooth, cold metal one. "So you came here."
"Yeah. Wanted to see myself. My real self. They hooked my brain up to the machine. Allowed me to remotely operate this robotic body. But I'm not alive anymore. I'm… a zombie. An abomination, like the other officers call me when they think I can't hear them."
"Don't say that."
"A man should be able to admit the truth. What they did was a warning. A lesson from the Dens not to interfere with their business."
"We don't know that."
"You know it just like I do. And tonight, you went and did it again."
She dropped her head. "I didn't have a choice. You didn't know what they did, Isaac."
"I heard everything over the wire. They're monsters. Always were."
For a moment they didn't say anything. The oxygen system continued, the noises almost melodic as it fed life into a deadened body.
"I'm glad you were there," Isaac said.
"Really?"
"Yeah. I mean it. You're one of the only ones with the guts to do something. It had to be you. You've sacrificed so much because of those bastards."
"Me? You're the one who paid the price. If anyone's made a sacrifice, it's you."
He shook his head. "I got pegged because I didn't stay alert like you told me. Let my guard down. It wasn't your fault, Ronnie. You gotta get past it."
"I… don't know how to get past it."
"I know. And you're suffering because of it. Distancing yourself from everyone. It's not healthy."
"I don't want to put anyone else in the crosshairs because they made the mistake of getting close to me. I've lost more partners than any Agent currently active. At some point, I have to take a look in the mirror and realize the fault is mine."
"You kick ass because no one else will. Don't ever be sorry for that." His polymorphic lips curved into a stiff smile. "I take it the Commissioner wasn't your biggest fan tonight."
She managed a weak laugh. "Nope. The press was too much in his face to do anything about it by the time we got to the precinct. He was still in the headlights when I booked the Dens."
"How long do you think we'll hold them before someone from HC shows up?"
"I don't know. Not long, I'd guess. This is a stain on the Haven's reputation. Someone will come for them, if only to clean up the mess. I don't really know if arresting them will even matter. All I'm doing is painting a target on my back."
"I don't think they're going to focus on you this time."
"No? Why not?"
"Because you weren't the person that took down those Dens."
She slowly nodded. "I've been thinking about that."
"I know you have."
"I'm just wondering if this is connected to the hit on the warehouse in the Grindbox District."
"Don't forget about the attack on the toughs in the alley."
She stared at him. "You really think it's all connected? Some random person goes from jumping thugs to attacking gang-controlled weapon caches, then decides to graduate to taking down corrupt Dens?" She shook her head. "That sounds a bit much."
Isaac stood up, pacing back and forth like he did when still made of flesh and blood. "First of all, I don't think anything is random. You taught me that. And I don't think this is a regular person. I think it's Vigil."
Ronnie groaned. "Not that again."
"I'm serious, Ronnie. Three different incidents where someone targets criminals. But he doesn't kill the like a rival organization would. He's careful not to kill needlessly."
"That doesn't mean some sixty-year-old vigilante suddenly decided to get back in the game either, Isaac."
"Not saying he has. But what if he passed the mantle? Vigil had a sidekick back in the day, right? What did the press call him? Wonder Boy or something like that?"
Ronnie frowned. "I thought his sidekick was a girl."
"Either way, he or she would be in their prime right now. Think about it. Someone who worked with the original Vigil. Learned from him. Has access to his data, his tech. Wouldn't take much to strap on the gear and be the next Vigil."
"Yeah, maybe." She toyed with her curls, considering. "But say you're right. Former sidekick takes on the silver helmet. Whoever this person is, he's stirred up the natives and got the Haven's attention."
"Taking the heat off us."
"Doesn't matter. He's breaking the law."
"He's taking out the trash."
"What, you support this guy? Think he's a hero?"
Isaac's eyes glimmered. "He saved those kids, Ronnie. We didn't even catch a whisper of that operation."
She folded her arms. "Doesn't mean we wouldn't have in time."
"Don't get that stubborn look, Ronnie. I'm not proposing you work with the guy."
"That's good, because you know the department doesn't support vigilantism. We have enough on our hands dealing with Nimrods tearing up the city looking for bounties."
"Yeah, I get it. But like I said, if this guy takes the heat off us, then we can get back to some unresolved business, if you know what I mean."
"Yeah." She glanced down at his shriveled, nearly unrecognizable face inside the capsule. "I know what you mean."

Chapter 16

Arthur gave Jett an incredulous look. "A cape?"
Jett fingered the shape-memory polymer fabric. "Yeah. I took this from the slave den when we left. They used it to disguise the entrance, but I think it'll come in handy for stakeouts and avoiding detection. Like an invisibility cloak."
"Sounds like something from a fantasy novel. I think you might be getting too caught up in this 'knight in cyber armor' role you've adopted." Arthur directed his chair over for a closer look at the material. Shadows of the basement lair pressed in from all around, warded away by a single ceiling light over the work table. A line of Vigil suits in enclosed chambers stood by like silent sentinels, barely visible in the gloom.
"A cape isn't practical, Jett. They snag, get tangled, and inhibit movement."
"We make it retractable, then. Able to engage when I need it and retracted back into its housing when I don't. Can you do it?"
"Of course I can do it." Arthur studied Jett, who appeared completely absorbed in his new idea. "You want to talk about what happened?"
Jett looked up. "You mean the mission? Everything went well, all things considered. Complete success. Even the RCE did their job."
"I'm talking about what you found out. The Denizens."
"What about them?"
"You plan on going to war with the residents of Haven Core? You'll lose."
"I'm not planning on taking on the Haven, Arthur. I didn't even know I'd find Denizens down there. I was just trying to rescue some kids."
"Yeah, well you definitely kicked the hornet's nest. You're going to have to lay low for a while."
Jett scoffed. "You think Haven watchdogs are going to come at me for the sake of some child molesters?"
"You're looking at the situation the wrong way. HC doesn't care about the Dens you captured. They'll probably leave them to rot. But no matter how you look at it, the Haven was exposed in ways they can't just ignore. They were humiliated."
"By their own citizens."
"By an outsider. Someone who decided to take things into his own hands. Someone who dared to lay hands on a group of Denizens, who everyone knows are untouchable. There will be repercussions, Jett. Not openly, of course. They don't want to acknowledge you as an enemy publicly. It would make them appear weak. But it wouldn't be beyond them to put a contract out through private channels."
"I'll be careful."
"You'll be dead." Arthur handed Jett a small, pyramid-shaped mechanism.
"What's this?"
"ECM."
"Electronic countermeasure? This a personal version?"
"That's right. Powered by light, propelled by tiny fusion motors to hover in your vicinity. Deploy several of those around you and surveillance won't be able to record you. You'll be a ghost in the system. More practical than your invisibility cloak."
"Sure, for surveillance. But the cape will hide me from the naked eye when I need it. No harm in getting the best of both worlds." Jett paused in front of a stack of equipment crates. He leaned closer. "What's this?"
"What's what?"
Jett pointed. "Golding Enterprises. Are we using his tech?"
"Of course we are. You know William Golding?"
Jett's jaw clenched as he appeared to combat some internal struggle. "Barely. The day of the Cataclysm, my team infiltrated his stasis station. There was a battle with a gang of Deviants. My team died in the fight. Golding… saved my life. Put me in a spare stasis pod. That's how I survived. That's how I'm here right now. It was Golding."
His fist slammed into the metal tabletop. "But he left me there. He was awakened on schedule, resuscitated, and abandoned me in there. Asleep in some high-tech tomb with no explanation. If I wasn't discovered by those scavengers, I would still be there right now."
"Maybe he considered it punishment," Arthur said. "From what I know of Golding, he certainly appears the imperial sort. Believing others beneath him because they don't share his genius and vision. You fought to enter his refuge, to steal away his immortality if you will."
"If my team hadn't arrived, the Deviants would have found a way inside. His precious immortality wouldn't have amounted to much then."
"And thus, your reward. You survived. Your awakening was left to chance, but you survived."
Jett nodded. "That makes us even, I guess. Have you met him?"
"Golding? No. The tale is he wormed his way into Haven Core shortly after awakening."
"How did he do that?"
"I don't know. I'd guess he had something they wanted. Shortly after his induction, the razing stopped."
"Razing?"
"Haven Core would periodically destroy parts of Neo York, particularly when people built residences too close to the Haven. Like we're infectious or something. They were careful not to outright slaughter anyone." He shrugged. "A few deaths here and there. The point was that they didn't want us around. We weren't welcome."
Jett ran his fingers across the DNA strand logo on the crates. "Until Golding showed up."
"Right. That was nearly fifty years ago. I wasn't even born. But everyone knows. He made a deal with Haven Core. The razing stopped. But surveillance increased a hundredfold. Drones, hidden cameras on every street and buildings. Rumors of artificial insects used to spy on us. Then Holovisors became so cheap even scabs could afford them. Haze parlors on every corner, offering cheap thrills via Sensync memory immersion."
"And you think Golding is behind all of that? What's his endgame?"
"Isn't it obvious? Power isn't measured by money anymore."
"The hell it isn't. You might not have noticed in your little museum here, but poor people are still treated like garbage out there."
"Perhaps I misspoke. I meant to say that true power is information. And what greater information is there than direct access to the human mind?"
Jett frowned in thought. "Makes sense, I guess. Everyone just volunteers to surrender their privacy whenever new tech comes out. It's been that way before the Cataclysm."
"Exactly. There was never any prophetic revolution of the machines because humanity sacrificed their freedom to technology without protest. If true artificial consciousness ever existed, it would have no problem taking over the world. Instead, we're left with what we've always had: other human beings using technology to harness any and all relevant information to control the masses. And most give it to them willingly."
"So what do we do about it? I don't exactly see any diabolical scheme here, Arthur. Just the same old power moves. Faces change, stay the same, doesn't matter. If Golding is in the Haven, I can't touch him anyway."
"Just letting you know the structure of things, Jett. You're focused on single termite mound when the entire building is infested. Someone has to keep their eye on the big picture."
"And that's what you're doing?"
"I've been keeping tabs on Golding, yes. His enterprises, anyway. When I became aware of how entrenched he is in the technological infrastructure of the city, I worked hard at infiltrating his organization." Arthur gave his hoverchair a rueful glance. "Wasn't like I had anything better to do. Golding can do a lot from inside the Haven, but he needs people on the outside. I oversee the maintenance and oversight of his surveillance division."
Jett grinned. "That's how you can make me a ghost in the system."
"Precisely. And even more important, I get to funnel a flood of raw data into caches I can examine later. In time I will be able to ascertain better what his ultimate goal is. I've been working on this for the better part of a decade. With your help, I might actually have a chance."
Jett thrust his hands in his pockets and strode toward the door. "Keep at it. I'll keep shaking things up on the streets. See what falls. Maybe we can put two and two together."
"Where are you going?"
"Have something to check on."
"Use the auto cab. It will take you wherever you need to go. Transit monitors register it as a regular city vehicle, so you won't arouse suspicion."
"Will do, thanks. You'll work on that cape, won't you?"
"I'll work on it. Be careful out there, Jett. And remember — they're always watching."
Ⓥ
Mistress O' Mercy hospital was nearly a ruin. Only one of the wards had electricity, flickering though it was. The floors were stained some unrecognizable shade of yuck, the halls were dim and reeked of noxious disinfectant, and the graffiti on the walls looked better than the blistering paint.
Jett stood in the corner of a cramped room because there were no chairs. Two hospital beds took up much of the room. He watched Mira, who sat perched on the edge of her bed like a scrawny little bird. She watched her sister, who was curled in the fetal position in her bed, fast asleep.
"How is she?"
Mira shrugged. "Broken. Don't know if she'll ever be okay."
"How are you?"
Her jaw stiffened. "Fine."
"Bruises are healing up."
"It's nothing. Been hurt worse, yo."
Jett nodded. "Yeah, I bet. You're a tough cookie."
A fierce grin spread across her face. "I eat tough cookies."
They laughed.
"Well, this is a change." Agent Ronnie Banks walked in, a bemused smile on her face. "You get a laugh. I get nothing but surly stares and streetspeak. Getting this one to talk is like pulling teeth."
Mira's smile vanished, replaced by a smoldering glower. "Got no spill, pig."
"Whoa, whoa." Jett held up a hand. "She's one of the good guys."
Mira folded her arms. "Only good pig is bacon."
"Nice." Ronnie smiled at Jett. "How do you know this charmer?"
"She's a… neighbor. Her sister was one of the caged girls." His fist clenched at the thought. "Mira was captured looking for her."
Ronnie tilted her head. "Doesn't explain why you're here."
Damn it. Gotta be careful. "Neighborly concern isn't a crime, Agent. Is it?"
She hesitated, studying him. Finally, her stance relaxed. "No. Not enough of that around here, in fact. Look, since you're here, you got a minute?"
"Sure."
"Somewhere where evil little girls aren't trying to kill me with their stares." She eyed Mira, jerking her thumb at the door.
Mira's grin was wicked. "Yeah, go. Smell like ham in here."
Jett wagged a finger at her. "Be good. I'll be back to check on you."
She gave a nonchalant shrug as he followed Ronnie out the door, but he caught the small smile that flashed across her face.
Ronnie led a fast pace down the hallway, boot heels clomping in time with her stride. "What are you up to, Jett?"
"I don’t know what you mean."
"We keep running into each other. I don't believe in coincidence."
"Maybe I'm just trying to do some good, Agent. Same as you."
She stopped mid-stride and turned around. "Stop calling me Agent, please."
He paused. "What should I call you, then?"
"How about my name? Ronnie. Since we're going to be friends and all."
He raised an eyebrow. "Are we?"
"I hope so." She gave him an assessing gaze. "I'm going out on a limb and hoping I can trust you."
"You can."
"Good. Then I have something to show you."
Ⓥ
Jett glanced around. "I didn't think this place could get any worse, but thanks for proving me wrong."
The hallway was a horror movie special, complete with dank, moldy walls and empty rooms missing only the ghosts to haunt them. Dust motes drifted in the air like wandering snowflakes.
"Love your optimism." Ronnie handed him a holovisor. "Now, look again."
The surroundings transformed when he slipped the glasses over his eyes. The wing of the hospital was clean and bright. The rooms were converted into dorms where children laughed and played together. The scene was so palpable that he almost reached out when a boy ran past, beckoning for him to follow.
"Not bad, huh?" Ronnie smiled.
"What am I looking at?"
"The future. The incident with the kids stirred up a lot of emotion. I worked with the mayor on a campaign to provide a safe haven for orphans and underprivileged children."
Jett nodded. "Boys and Girls Club."
"You had something like that in your time?"
"Yeah. A valuable commodity that went largely unappreciated by the majority. But it did a lot of good when implemented correctly."
"Well, that's what we're trying to do here. We're calling it the Youth Haven. The funds will be used to renovate both the medical wing of the hospital and this section for the support and care of the kids."
Jett removed the visor, returning to the grime and gloom of the hallway. "Sounds like a great project, Ronnie. I'm sure it will do a lot of good."
"Wanna help?"
"Not sure what I can do. I'm not exactly in a position to contribute financially."
"I don’t want your funds, Jett. I want your body."
He raised an eyebrow. "Say again?"
"Your body here on the grounds, Jett. Don't flatter yourself; it's a job offer. Project manager. You just proved you have a way with kids, and you have leadership skills. Might not be military, but you gotta take what you can get."
"You can get androids for security. I already have a job."
"Scab work. I'm talking something worthwhile. It won't pay much more than what you're making now, but every little bit helps. You'll work a full shift, overseeing staff and security. Pretty cush compared to sewer diving."
He folded his arms. "I don't know…"
"What's the problem? I didn't expect you to be so hesitant. This is a step up, Jett. We'll have synthetic security on the grounds, but the Mayor wants a human face stamped on this. Right now, we got no takers. You're a hero from the Pre-Cataclysm era. It makes for good press to have you look after this new project. And I need someone I can trust."
"What makes you so sure you can trust me?"
"I know people, Jett. You're one of the good guys."
"Can I think about it?"
"Yeah, but not too long. The Mayor wants this to be smooth and quick." She glanced at her holoband. "Hold on; I got a call."
She tapped the datacom in her ear. "Agent Banks." The color drained from her face. "It's happening now? Where? Okay, I'm on my way."
Jett gave her a concerned look. "Everything okay?"
"No. Magistrates just came out of Haven Core. They're on their way to the precinct."
"Magistrates?"
"Judge, jury, and executor. When they show up, people die. They call it a Culling. I have to go. Stay away from the precinct, okay?"
"Why would I want to—?"
"Just do it, Jett. I'll get back with you later. I hope."
The last words were muttered under her breath as if to herself instead of Jett. He watched her quickly round the corner, then made himself wait two minutes before heading outside and in the direction of the precinct.

Chapter 17

Vigil stationed himself in the window of a broken skyscraper several blocks away from the scene. He wore the armor and helmet because he wasn't sure what would happen. Ronnie looked afraid when she left the hospital. He knew it took a lot for someone like her to let that show.
Precinct 51 was the RCE headquarters, sitting on the harbor's edge in Brickland. The building was imposing, a hulking slab with no regard for architectural style. It was a structure made to intimidate and imprison. When things went bad in the city, the officers and Agents of the RCE knew if they could make back to 51, they would be safe.
It didn't look safe anymore.
An army of Agents and officers surrounded the building, arranged in protective units. Mech walkers and mini-tanks were on standby, positioned to guard the entrances. Snipers were tactically positioned on nearby rooftops and windows, weapons ready to fire at the first command. The air practically crackled with tension.
Crowds gathered beyond the barricades. The word had spread like a virus, infecting the people, drawing them to the precinct in throngs. Holovisors were removed in exchange for the chance to view something drastically real, something virtual reality couldn't compare with.
News reporter Cam Danvers was on the edge of the security curtail in all her holographic glory. Safe in the studio, she was in no danger should things go south quickly. Her ground crew were all androids and camera drones, recording every inch of the scene.
Good evening. You're with Cam Danvers on another NYN news Fast Break. The mood is grim as reports of a Culling are on the mouths of everyone gathered. Will swift justice be handed out to the Denizens in custody, or is this all a show of force by an RCE department desperate to appear in control? Hold on — we have movement from Haven Core. It looks like this is officially happening. And we are on the scene, giving every bit of it to our viewers.
Vigil zoomed in on the Magistrate's approach. A sleek black vehicle drifted from the sky like an aerodynamic dragonfly, vapor jetting from its thrusters when it landed. The hangar door opened, allowing a slim, blue-haired man to exit, shadowed by three Magistrates — giants in gleaming black armor. Their faces were covered by helmets and enclosed visors illuminated by a single red slash.
Billboards and sides of buildings displayed the feed, making sure everyone saw what was happening. The crowds were transfixed, oblivious to the freezing rain that drizzled on their upturned faces. They watched as the Denizen approached the main entrance of the precinct where Commissioner Miller, Chief Moore, and Agent Banks waited.
Vigil zoomed in on the trio. The Commissioner was a tall, grey-haired man in a stiff black uniform. His face was fixed in a grim frown, but his eyes betrayed his unease. Chief Moore was a bluff, chiseled rock of a man, standing as if unimpressed by the occasion. And Ronnie… she wore a more formal RCE uniform with a black beret on her mane of curly hair. She looked angry more than anything else.
The Denizen and his armored Magistrates stopped at the base of the stairs. The man was tall and slender, his face angular and smooth as marble. The wind tugged at his long black jacket as he fixed the RCE leaders with an imperious gaze. When he spoke, his voice boomed from speakers positioned all across the city.
"I am Justiciar Zeuxis of Haven Core, upholder of law and justice, accorded full authority by the Ruling Order of the United Havens and their districts. I have come to pronounce sentence upon the prisoners, the three exiles you have in your custody. Bring them forth."
Commissioner Miller turned, nodding to the guards by the entrance. The doors opened, and the prisoners were escorted out, surrounded by a ring of armed guards. In their manacles and matching orange jumpsuits, they no longer looked regal or extraordinary. Fear distorted their features the moment they saw Zeuxis, who motioned for the guards to place them on their knees. He turned to the crowds, raising his arms.
"No one is above the law; neither Denizen of our hallowed Havens, nor residents of our outer districts. Lawlessness is a cancer. It destroys all that we work for in a wholesome society. Even worse are those who turn to prey on the young for their twisted pleasure. I am here to demonstrate the righteous anger of the Ruling Order, who do not tolerate such perversions. Lawlessness must be culled in order to preserve the sanctity of our community."
He gestured to the Magistrates. Each one strode over to the disgraced Denizens and placed a large, mechanical hand on their heads. Tears streamed down the Denizen's faces, magnified on screens all around. They were small, weak, pitiful, and alone. A roar of anger rippled through the masses.
Zeuxis stood before them with his hands clasped behind his back. "Ramses, Electra, and Ulysses. The guilt of your actions had been confirmed through surveillance records. There is no plea of innocence in your case. So admit your guilt and beg for mercy. You might receive it. Choose not to confess, and you will be given to the mercy of the mob." He gestured to the gathered crowds, who roared in expectation.
Ramses and Ulysses fell forward, begging for mercy. Electra remained where she was, staring up at Zeuxis with hatred glimmering in her eyes. He returned her murderous glare with a thin-lipped smile before turning again to the gathered throngs.
"Witness the repentance of two of the accused. Their plea is for mercy. Will you give it to them?"
"No mercy!" the crowds screamed. Vigil scanned the faces. All of them were furious, whipped into a fever from the anticipation of violence. Fists thrust in the air, some even wielding bludgeon weapons.
Zeuxis stared heavenward, eyes wide as if enraptured by the fury of the crowd. "And what would you have me do with these fallen angels?"
"Kill them."
"Kill them."
"Kill them!"
Zeuxis closed his eyes, allowing the thunderous chant to wash over him. Finally he gestured, quieting the mob as if clicking a switch. A great calm settled in as he turned to Ramses and Ulysses, who still sobbed and begged for their lives.
"The people of this mighty city demand your lives. I have promised you mercy. What to do?" Zeuxis made a show of tapping his chin in thought. He brightened, eyes widening as if struck by a random thought.
"I have an idea. I will grant you mercy."
The Denizens looked up, faces flickering between surprise and hope. The gathered crowds roared in outrage but were stopped by Zeuxis' upraised hand.
"I will grant you mercy — by a quick death. Magistrates!"
The mob exploded in bloodthirsty cheers when Ulysses and Ramses were seized by the gleaming automatons. The Magistrates caught the men by their screaming, grimacing heads and yanked with brutal efficiency.
Vigil's stomach clenched when the heads were ripped from the bodies along with most of their backbones. The Magistrates held their grisly trophies aloft, raining blood on the steps of the precinct. Zeuxis gestured like a carnival showman, voice rising to a fanatical shriek.
"Behold the fate of those who dare to stain the honor of Haven Core. Today I give you justice, fair citizens. Today I give you… retribution!"
Wild applause and cheering erupted in answer. He soaked in the adoration, a smile tugging at his narrow mouth.
"As for this last apostate, she has chosen purification at your hands. I leave her to your tender mercies. Fear not retribution, for these tin soldiers you call the RCE are forbidden to interfere. Today you are the law. Revel in your power. What is left of her life is now at your mercy. Or lack of."
Spinning on his heels, he abruptly walked away. The Magistrates followed like shadows, heads swiveling, staring down the crowd as if daring them to move. The entire square was silent as Zeuxis and his trio boarded the airship. The door hissed shut, and the ship lifted skyward in a cloud of expelled vapor. It sailed toward the Haven like an angel returning to heaven, leaving the surface world to its darkness and debauchery. Everyone watched until the ship was lost to sight, circling around to a private hangar on the other side of the domed city.
Then things turned ugly.
Electra stood alone, the gruesome remains of her companions discarded on either side of her like raw meat. She turned to the armed guards behind her, pleading. Vigil couldn't hear her voice, but he knew she begged for protection that the RCE was prohibited to supply. The guards ignored her, eyes straight ahead. Vigil looked for Ronnie. She had already turned away, walking up the stairs with frustration stamped on her face. He knew she felt the same way he did.
Conflicted.
The crowd inched closer; slowly at first, but emboldened when they saw the officers ignore Electra's appeals. The boldest in front of the mob wore masks of all sorts — gas masks, hockey masks, ski masks. Some even had replicas of the bestial masks the Denizens wore in their vice den. They approached like zombies; dragging clubs, swinging chains, twirling knives. Electra tottered back and forth; nowhere to run, no escape possible. Finally, she clenched her teeth and ran at the nearest attacker. Wrapping her manacles around his neck, she strangled him with a savage scream.
The counterattack came from all sides. Weapons rose and fell, clubbing her to the ground. Bodies swarmed, fighting to get in a blow. To get their pound of flesh. Vigil felt his muscles tense, his heart thumping with adrenaline.
His visor flickered as a screen opened, revealing Incognito's shadowed profile. "Don't do it, Vigil. I know your heroic nature is at odds with your better judgment, so think of what she was. What she and her perverse little cult did. This is what she deserves. You can do nothing now except expose yourself. She's not worth it."
"What — I'm supposed to just watch a woman be murdered and do nothing about it?"
"Murdered? This isn't murder. It's an execution. It's justice, Vigil."
"This doesn't feel like justice."
"I'm surprised. How did you think this was going to end? You're the architect of this entire stage play. This is your work, Vigil. You made this happen."
Vigil thumped the wall with his fist. "You don't have to sound so pleased, Incognito."
He glanced down. The crowd gave a roar as one of the masked attackers hoisted a pole in the air. Electra's head was attached to the end, lank hair plastered against her crimson-streaked face. The others waved their bloodied weapons in the air, stirring the surrounding crowds with a taste of the kill. Flames licked the remains of her corpse, the result of a firebomb someone brought to the party.
"Look at them," Incognito said. "They're Morlocks savoring the taste of an Eloi. Heathens tearing the wings from an angel. You can't deny the poetic nature of the moment, Vigil. Nothing is celebrated more than a fall from grace."
"I'm not in the celebratory mood."
Vigil stood, staring down at the chaos below. With the execution over, the RCE moved in to reclaim their authority. Loudspeakers blared orders, android peacekeepers took the front lines to control the crowds. The masses pushed back, cursing and hurling projectiles until tear gas and sick bombs were deployed in retaliation. Many in the crowd donned gas masks and continued to fight back. In no time, a full-scale riot ensued. Fire bloomed from overturned vehicles, armored walkers fired rubber bullets, people screamed in pain and rage.
Vigil stared at the Haven. It glowed like a half-risen moon and was just as untouchable. No aid would be coming from its vaunted inhabitants. Silent and aloof, it cast its shimmering reflection across the bay waters, the closest most outsiders would ever get to being touched by its magnificence.
"I bet they're watching. They're enjoying this. Tossing a match on dry grass and watching the fire spread."
Incognito's voice was grim. "Welcome to Neo York."
"Tell me about it." Vigil stood, staring at the explosion of misdirected rage. Threads of rioters stormed from the main mass like tentacles, spreading into the nearby blocks. "This is going to get out of hand, and I don't think the Peacekeepers are enough to contain it. Looks like I have work to do."
"Riot control isn't what Vigil does."
"Vigil does whatever I want him to, Incognito. I'm a citizen of this city, and I can do something to prevent innocent people from being hurt. So that's what I'm going to do."
Incognito gave an exasperated sigh. "At least try to avoid being a special on the evening news."
"I'll deploy the ECMs. Surveillance won't know I'm out there. But the bad guys will."
"Okay. I'll be here for backup. Happy hunting, Vigil."

Chapter 18

Agent Ronnie Banks looked at the live footage of another disaster. Peacekeepers tried to corral the rioters, but every attempt was met with enraged attacks from a mob that still had the taste of blood in their mouths. The pent-up resentment against the RCE had finally exploded. While no one dared to cross the invisible line surrounding the precinct, everything around it was considered fair game. Fire bloomed in buildings, RCE vehicles were overturned, and rioters milled around in complete disregard for any attempts to enforce the emergency curfew.
Commissioner Miller turned from the main console, pointing to the displayed riots in case Ronnie missed it. "Well, Agent Banks. I hope you're happy."
"Happy, sir?"
His face turned scarlet. "This is your doing. I told you to leave the Denizens alone. I told you that, didn't I? But did you listen? Of course not! I should have your gun and badge for this."
Ronnie exchanged a glance with Chief Moore, who raised a bemused eyebrow. "Should, sir?"
"Don't get coy with me, Agent Banks. I'd love to demote you to the worst beat in the Warrens, but the press just loves you right now." Miller gestured to the other screens, where Ronnie's face was featured. "I have to play along. Yeah, I'll play. But don't think I won't forget your insubordination, Ms. Banks."
"Agent Banks, sir."
He grunted. "For now." He gave her a final glare before turning to Chief Moore. "Make sure you keep her on a short leash, Chief. No more press, no more high-profile arrests without my authorization. Now if you excuse me, I have to find a way to stop this insanity."
"You got it, Commissioner."
They waited until Miller stalked out the office and his footsteps faded down the hall before they broke down laughing.
Ronnie mocked the Chief's deep voice. "'You got it, Commissioner.' Man, what a pushover."
Moore shrugged, scratching his thick mustache. "Gotta know how to deal with Miller. He doesn't care if you listen to him or not. It's more important to look like you're listening to him. The appearance of respect when respect is in lieu of, Agent Banks."
"Yeah, I'll keep that in mind." She planted her fists on her hips and stared at the chaos on the screen. "Look at those idiots. A little blood and the crowd goes wild. They won't be satisfied until HC unleashes their street sweepers and makes wetwork of the entire crowd."
"Don't think we'll be seeing any street sweepers tonight. HC knows what they're doing. You embarrassed them with that arrest. Inciting a riot is their little payback. Nothing to worry about. Peacekeepers are automated, so no one worth a damn gets hurt. The crowds blow off some steam, we drive 'em back to their holes, everyone gets back up tomorrow like nothing happened."
Ronnie kept her eyes on the screen, where a rioter threw a petrol bomb at a Peacekeeper, bathing it with fire. "I wish that was all the payback they wanted."
"You think they'll come gunning for you?"
"Wouldn't be the first time."
Moore shook his head. "You still insisting that Isaac's accident was intentional? C'mon, Banks. The HSSC isn't out to get you. Thought you were over that."
"Just because I'm paranoid doesn't mean I'm wrong, Chief. But I wasn't referring to me. I did a little research from the last Culling. What was that, four years ago?"
"Yeah, that Yellow King business. Serial killer turned out to be a Denizen, right?"
"Right. He liked to eat parts of his victims."
"Well, he got his in the end. What about it?"
"Same type of execution as Electra. Zeuxis let the crowds tear him apart."
"Yeah, I remember. Not exactly shedding any tears here, Banks."
"Well, you don't know about the aftermath."
"Oh, boy."
Ronnie pulled up a collage of crime scene photos. "We had a spike in murders immediately following that execution. Mini spree that pretty much flew under the radar."
"Murders following an execution? Not hard to figure that bloodlust is like a fever, Banks. Bound to spread if you get too close. Probably gonna be a spike after this one, too."
"Oh, I'm certain of it. Specifically, every person who had a hand in the execution."
Moore paused in the act of yawning. "Say what?"
"See, the thing about the murders after the Yellow King execution was how clean they were. Pro hits, not random murders. I thought that was odd, so I tried to find a connection. It took some time and several forms of identification, but out of the fifteen murders immediately following the execution, thirteen of them played a role in killing the Yellow King. The other two were just regular murders. Messy. Unprofessional."
Chief Moore stared at the screens for a long time. "So you're saying HC let the public execute one their own, then put hits out on everyone who participated?"
"That's what it looks like. All within a twenty-four-hour window."
"Damn."
"They're just toying with us, Chief. They're not interested in justice. Just spectacle. And no matter what, they get the last laugh."
"So we can expect another string of executions tonight?"
"I'd bet my badge on it."
Moore drummed his fingers on the tabletop. "Well, nothing we can do about it."
"You're kidding, right?"
He turned, face grim. "Do the math, Ronnie. Last time they lost one of theirs, they took thirteen of ours. If you wanna call street punks ours."
"Not all that participated were murderers, Chief. Five were family members of the Yellow King's victims."
"They became murderers when they participated."
"They were looking for retribution."
"Haven Core would say they got it."
"You're really taking their side, Chief? Seriously?"
He frowned. "What are you suggesting, Banks? You want to put uniforms in the line of fire? You think that will make HC back down? You know better."
"What — I'm supposed to just sit back knowing people are going to be murdered and do nothing about it?"
"Do you hear yourself? Those masked goons tore a woman to pieces. Right on our front steps. In our faces! And we were powerless to stop it. Just like we're powerless to protect the ones who did it. So yes, Agent Banks — you're going to do nothing about it."
"Chief, I—"
He raised a hand. "Pick a fight you can win, Ronnie. This isn't the one."
She paused, recognizing his expression. It took a lot to get Chief Moore upset, but when he did it was game over.
"You're right, Chief. No point getting worked up over a few extra bodies. Listen, I gotta go. That Youth Haven project is kicking my ass. Mayor wants it wrapped up quick. I'm going to try to wrap up a few last-minute details."
Moore leaned back in his chair, staring at the rioters tearing the surrounding district apart. "Understood. I'll be here if you need me. Looks like this is going to go on for a while. Guess I have to get more creative with the peacekeepers. Don't want to send out any warm bodies unless it's absolutely necessary."
Ronnie headed for the door. "Have fun. Make sure to call me if you're sending out the cavalry."
"Don't tell me you're going out there with this mess uncontained."
"I'm taking the spinner. Not like there's a riot in the sky. Plus, I'm headed the opposite direction of this mess."
"At least take Isaac with you if you're going out there. Looks like this stupidity might be spreading."
"Isaac's out there now doing what he can to help out. Not like he's worried about getting hurt."
"Fine. Just check in when you land. Oh, and Ronnie?"
"Yes, Chief?"
"Don't think you're fooling me. Not for a second. So make sure to call in if you get in trouble."
She smiled. "Will do."
Ⓥ
The streets burned.
Tina Zhang ran.
Her lungs burned, her vision blurred. She wanted to stop and catch her breath, but she didn't dare.
The wolves were right behind.
The four of them wore wolf masks, and they hunted as a pack. But there was nothing majestic about their exaggerated gait or their manic giggles and cackling laughter. Nothing graceful about the way they corralled her into a narrow alleyway and ran her down.
Tina's leg was hampered by a bionic brace from a recent injury. There was no way she could outrun her pursuers, so she turned to fight. Her hands balled into fists, her teeth clenched. She was surprised to see the men stop in their tracks, stances shifting as though they were struck with fear.
As if the hunters became the hunted.
A shape leaped over her head, metallic and dark. The figure hummed as if charged with galvanic energy; the hairs lifted on her arms as he passed. He landed in a catlike crouch, bathing the alley crimson with the light beaming from his silvery helmet. She didn't know how large he was until he stood, towering over her.
His fists glowed electric blue.
The wolves didn't run. Maybe they were high; maybe they were just desperate. Or maybe they were too scared to think straight. But they charged, howling and swinging makeshift weapons.
The armored figure took them down quickly. Tina saw blurs of movement, methodic and brutal. The wolves staggered like drunks, grunting and yelling. The armored man danced from one to the next, fluid yet strong; his savage punches and kicks backed up by flashes of energy that left the men stunned and broken. The fight was over in seconds. Four bodies hit the ground simultaneously.
One of them remained conscious, dragging himself away on all fours as if retreat was the only thing that existed. The armored man bent down and seized him by the scruff of his neck, speaking in a mechanical growl.
"Tell your friends, if you have any. Tell anyone who will listen. The streets aren't safe for you anymore. Not for anyone that wants to rob, rape, or murder. Your time is up. The streets belong to Vigil now."
A savage punch smashed the man into the concrete, where he went limp. Vigil straightened and glanced over at Tina. Flakes of dirty snow whirled around him in the faint light.
"You should go."
She went. When she summoned enough courage to look behind, there was no sign of Vigil. Nothing was in the alley except four unconscious bodies in ridiculous wolf masks, barely visible in the billowing steam and flickering shadows.
Ⓥ
Ronnie took the spinner high above the city. From that vantage point, she was able to see everything. The haphazard scrawl of the districts of Neo York, choked by smoke and steam. The riot area looked tiny down there, insignificant. Just a bloom of fire and fury, a winking firefly in a cavern of shadows.
Come on, Ronnie. You should be doing what you can to help out down there. Not risking everything for a glimpse of HC deceit.
But she didn't leave. She kept the spinner hovering in place until she saw it. High on the domed surface of Haven Core, an entranceway slid open, ejecting an armored floater. Its thrusters pulsed, taking it down into the darkness of the city.
Got you.
Ronnie waited until the floater was nearly lost to sight before following. She had the spinner in Phantom mode, but didn't kid herself. The HC tech was light years ahead of anything the RCE had, and she didn't want to give away her position. The element of surprise was all she had going for her if she was going to follow through on her insane plan.
Whatever that is. Doesn't matter. Follow your instincts, Agent. Don't mess yourself up by second-guessing.
Her monitor screen flicked on, morphing into Sergeant Mack's gruff face. "Got the IDs you wanted, Agent Banks. Used facial, gait and identifying mark identification to get positive hits on everyone that took part in the execution."
"Anyone not a wanted or suspected criminal?"
"Only two. One is Nora Brewers. Mother of one of the kids we pulled from the sleaze den. Get this, though — the other is a just a girl. Mira Jimenez."
"A girl?"
"Yeah. She got the last lick in. Electra was already dead at that point, but the girl lit her up with a bottle bomb anyway. Instant barbecue."
"Can you send pics of both?"
"Yeah."
The pics popped up on the screen. Nora Brewers was in her twenties. Heavy makeup on her face, hair styled in the popular cyberpunk dreadlocks and colored green and black. Mira Jimenez was instantly recognizable. She had the same angry stare in her photograph as she did when Ronnie last saw her in the hospital.
"Damnit. I gotta make a call, Mack. Can you track either one of them?"
"I'll run a holoband track. Getting a reliable signal is gonna be really hard in all the chaos, Agent."
"Just try, Mack. Get me a place to start, at least. I'll call you back in a minute."
She switched off, looking for the transport. It was nowhere in sight, but she knew the direction it was headed. With luck, she would catch up before it landed. She pulled up her contacts on screen and dialed Jett's number.
His faced popped up on the screen. "Hello, Ronnie. Didn't think I'd hear from you with all this going on."
She squinted at the screen. "Where are you? Don't tell me you're out in the riots."
"Yeah, trying to get out. Things are getting out of hand out here. What do you need?"
"Your young friend is in trouble."
"Mira?"
"Yeah. Listen, there's a Haven-approved hit squad out right now with a mark out for anyone that took part in the execution tonight."
"Seriously? What's that got to do with Mira?"
"She was there. Threw a firebomb at Electra at the end. Electra was already dead, but I don't think the assassins are going to make the distinction."
"Damnit."
"That's what I said. Look, this might be asking for too much but if you could—"
"I got it. Trying to find her in all this mess will be near impossible, though. Better chance of finding the hit squad."
"Yeah, I'm on that."
"Need help?"
"What? Jett, you're not authorized for this kind of engagement."
"From what I know, neither are you. If they're sanctioned by HC, then they outrank you."
Ronnie gritted her teeth. "Nice, smart guy. Just look out for Mira, okay? And stay out of trouble."
An explosive impact jarred her spinner, sending it careening in a spiral descent. Harsh red warning lights flashed as she fought to control the sputtering vehicle.
Warning. Rear left thruster damaged. Emergency landing recommended.
Jett's voice buzzed in her ear. "What was that, Ronnie?"
She grimaced as she grappled with the steering controls. "Something just fired on me. I'm trying to get this spinner back on track."
The armored floater rose from the fog, high-beam lights and turret guns focused on her wounded spinner. A voice crackled over her com.
"I'd follow the advice of your auto-nav, Agent Banks. That was a warning shot. You're interfering with a mission authorized by the Haven Core Ruling Order. Stand down or face the consequences."
For a second, she wavered. What's the point? This isn't a fight you can win, Ronnie.
Her jaw tightened. "You're a glorified kill squad with no respect for the law. You can have the criminals. Leave Nora Brewers and Mira Jimenez out of it."
"Have it your way, Banks. Can't say the Hellrazors didn't give you a chance."
The turret guns opened fire. Ronnie maneuvered the spinner so the bottom caught the barrage, but the damage was too much. Sparks exploded from the console; the cockpit lights went dark. Tapping her holoband, she activated the emergency transponder.
Isaac, I hope you're somewhere nearby.
She felt the ruthless pull of gravity as the spinner plummeted into the smothering shadows of the city ruins.

Chapter 19

"Ronnie?"
There was no answer. Vigil clicked his com off, glancing at the pile of unconscious bodies at his feet. Masked street gang looking to hurt people for kicks. He made sure to make them think better of it. He thought about tying them up but decided to leave them as they lay.
They'll spread the word. Let the stories get exaggerated. Make Vigil more than a man.
That was before the call. Before the warning about Mira, before Ronnie was shot down. And then there was the other thing.
Hellrazors? Could have sworn I heard that on the other end. Has to be a coincidence.
"Incognito?"
"I'm here, Vigil. I have a ping on Agent Banks. Looks like she went down somewhere over the Breaks. Get to the top of the buildings; I'll send a zip bike to pick you up."
"Great. I need to find Mira too. ASAP."
"I'll run scans from her last location in the square. Can't promise anything, though. She's a raindrop in a thunderstorm out there."
"I know. Just let me know if you get lucky."
"Try calling her. It'll be easier to track her holoband if it's active."
"I'll give it a shot." Vigil activated his boot repulsors, shakily lifting from the ground and soaring toward the top of the nearest building.
I just hope I'm not too late. For either of them.
Ⓥ
Way to go, gas-brain.
Mira was surrounded by madness. Gas clouds were thick, half-obscuring the rampaging bodies that ran around shouting, fighting, breaking into buildings, setting stuff on fire. Her face was protected by a gas mask, but the visor was smeared with ash and dirt. Wiping it only made it worse.
A goon in a skull-shaped mask came out of nowhere, giggling like an animal. Mira sidestepped, slashed his leg with the makeshift dagger in her hand, and ran. His maddened howls followed, but he was easy to lose.
Stupid, stupid. Should have never come.
Everyone at the hospital talked about it. A Culling. It had been decades since the last one. A chance to bring the Denizens to justice. Take part in their execution. Mira couldn't resist. She took a look at her sister asleep in her bed, broken mentally and emotionally. Mira felt anger burn in her chest and knew she had to be there. It was easy to put the firebomb together. She made those since she was barely able to walk.
By the time she pushed through the crowd, the Denizens were already dead. Their blood slicked the steps of the RCE precinct; their bodies hacked to pieces by the Magistrates and the crowd. Mira threw her bomb anyway. It exploded against Electra's corpse, the fire gorging on her mutilated remains.
It didn't make Mira feel any better. She was sickened by the sight, unprepared for the smell of burning flesh and the pounding, deranged screams of the crowds. They erupted in an explosion of bloodlust and rage, taking out their anger on anything nearby. Some fought each other, clubbing and stabbing like ancient warriors. So long as no firearms were used, Haven Core would make no attempt to quell the violence.
She was trapped.
She barely recognized the neighborhood. All the streets in the city looked the same after a while, and that was before they were choked by gas clouds and smoke. She jumped onto a pile of old crates to get a better vantage point.
It was only by chance that she saw the Sentry.
He wore an all-black ensemble with only his face visible, pale skin and red lips like a movie vampire. A winking visor covered his eyes; scanning everything, recording everyone. His head jerked her direction. She froze under the cold, digital observation. Alarm bells blared in her head when he placed a hand to the implanted receiver in his ear. It didn't make any sense, but she knew he was tracking her.
Leaping off the crates, she ducked into an alley and ran, weaving between masked goons and violent acts. She should have been able to lose anyone in the chaos, but the Sentry didn't have to follow her physically. He had her marked. Cameras on the buildings, cameras in the air, tiny cameras designed like the clouds of insects that plagued the city. There were too many ways to track her no matter where she went.
It was only a matter of time before they caught her.
Her holoband buzzed. Jett's profile appeared on the screen.
"Mira, where are you?"
"Stay away from me, Jett. I got rats on my tail."
"I know. That's why I'm headed your way."
"Didn't you just hear me? Too dangerous."
"Mira." Jett's voice sounded on the verge of severe annoyance. "You're in the crosshairs of some very bad people. This isn't the time to be stubborn. Keep your holoband on. I'll use it to track you."
"How you gonna do that?"
"I have my ways. Just do what I tell you for once."
Ⓥ
"That has to be a mistake, Incognito."
Vigil whirred past enormous ruins of formerly majestic skyscrapers, hunched over the controls of the zip bike. It felt like riding a rocket through a junkyard, and it took all of his self-control to squash the panic that tried to paralyze him. The thrum of the motor echoed behind, booming as if between canyon walls. The high-speed travel turned his surroundings into blurred shadows and laser lights. The auto-nav system was the only thing that prevented him from plowing into the nearest building at two hundred miles per hour.
Incognito's voice buzzed in his ear. "No mistake, Vigil. The Hellrazors are a seven-man kill squad employed by HC for special missions on the outside. And by special, I mean lethal."
"That doesn't make any sense. The Hellrazors are dead. They've been dead for centuries."
"How could you know that?"
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… 
"Because I was their leader. I was there when they all died."
"Well, it's just a name. Nostalgia is huge with all the holovisor video libraries. Maybe this team just adopted the name. Or maybe it's just coincidence."
"I don't know. There were seven of us on that last mission. Something isn’t right."
"We'll have to solve that mystery when we get to it. I jacked into the surveillance system and have eyes on their floater. Just touched down on a rooftop in Freshkills Island."
"Okay. First I get Mira, then I'll see what this kill squad is all about. Kill communications. They'll be scanning."
"How do you know?"
"Because that's what I'd do."
The zip bike swerved, dipping into the darkness of the city.
Ⓥ
Ronnie jolted upright, confused and aching. Pain exploded everywhere, flaring across her limbs and chest. She tried to remember what happened. Something about being shot at. Then she crashed… 
A sizzling sound distracted her. Sparks and molten metal rained down from the tough outside with a buzz saw, cutting her way in. Other masked and hooded figures gathered around, whooping and shouting encouragement.
Buzzsaw paused, tapping on the glass. A garish devil mask covered the woman's entire head, but cold eyes peered from the carved shadows.
"You woke, pig? Dropped in the wrong part of town, didn't ya? No backup coming for you? Too bad. Gonna peel you outta there. Then we skin you like the—"
"Sorry to interrupt, but you're boring me." Ronnie hit the window button and shot Buzzsaw in the chest with a heavy stun round. In the same flow of movement, she leaped out the spinner, tossed a sick bomb at the approaching gang, and ran the opposite way, holding her breath when it exploded and swamped the vicinity with nauseous gas. The sounds of uncontrolled vomiting immediately followed. She flung a flashbang explosive behind her just for good measure, turning the corner as it detonated.
Destitute tenements made for good cover, a maze of overpopulated brick and mortar that housed residents by the thousands. Ronnie turned her jacket inside out, snatched a cap from an unconscious drunk and placed it on her head. She kept her head low and her firearm ready, though no one paid her any attention.
"Isaac?"
His voice buzzed in her datcom. "On my way to you right now."
"Don't worry about me. Try to locate Nora or Mira. They're more important."
"You're deep in the wild, Ronnie. I need to be there guarding your back."
"I can take care of myself for a minute. I have to be close to the Hellrazor's first target, or they wouldn't have bothered taking me down. I'm taking a look around."
"Be careful, Ronnie. Next time they won't be shooting at a vehicle."
"I will. Call me when you find something." She pulled the badge from around her neck and flung it in the air. It went into drone mode, tiny thrusters pulsing as it went higher and scanned the vicinity. She slipped a thin holovisor over her eyes. The drone's data was sent to her screen, allowing a bird's eye view of the area. The rioting wasn't out of control yet on the island, but there were plenty of crowds out. Packs of predatory gangs roamed the streets, looking for trouble or rivals to battle. It was just that kind of night.
Subtle movement on one of the rooftops caught her eye. She magnified the view. A man in tactical gear was positioned in the shadows, aiming a sniper rifle down a nearby street.
Ronnie stepped up her pace, but the gunfire erupted before she could turn the corner. Screams rebounded off the walls along with more shooting. By the time she made it to the scene, the fight was over. A pair of soldiers in combat armor remained: A large man with features concealed by a helmet and a red-haired young woman with hard eyes. They stood over a half-dozen dead gang members.
The man had a scanning device in his hand. "Okay. Shawn Bradley, aka Slim Muffuga, and Drake Johnson, aka Dizzee Shizzles, both scratched off the list. Leaves seven still unaccounted for."
The woman gazed at the corpses. "We're getting a lot more bang for the buck, Big Top. If we gotta snuff six goons to get two every time it's gonna be a long night."
Big Top shrugged. "Not a prob, Rosy. Their boys shouldn't have put up a fight if they didn't want to paint the town red. That's on them, not us. You know how these fools are."
He put a hand over his helmet's receiver. "Hang on. We got company."
Ronnie hissed, ducking back into the shadows. Big Top's voice followed her.
"No point hiding, Agent Banks. Headshot has eyes on you from above."
She cursed inwardly, stepping forward. Hands raised, showing no weapon. "Who are you people?"
"Nice to see you made it out in one piece, Agent Banks. But once again, you're interfering in a legally sanctioned mission. Time to be a good girl and walk away. You're not on my hit list tonight, but don’t take that to mean you can't be penciled in."
"All I want to do is make sure the wrong people don’t get killed."
"You don't have say. I don't either."
Her eyes narrowed. "Just following orders, that it?"
"Yep. Just like you. You're an officer of the law. You know the drill."
She took a step closer, trying to get a glimpse through the helmet's visor. "You sound familiar. Do I know you?"
"Not possible."
"Take off the helmet."
Rosy pointed her weapon at Ronnie. "This cop is wasting our time, Big Top. Say the word, and she's out the picture."
"No need to be crude, Red. Agent Banks doesn't mean us any harm." He tapped the base of his helmet, opening the mirror-coated visor. "Do you, Agent?"
Ronnie could only stare, eyes wide and mouth open. The man's face was instantly recognizable. But that's impossible.
"Jett?"
Ⓥ
Vigil couldn't believe his eyes.
Mira was cornered, back pressed against the dead end of one of the maze-like alleys that crisscrossed the city. Frightened but angry, like when he first saw her. But that wasn't what gave him pause.
It was the two familiar figures that approached her.
One was overweight, his girth barely contained by the awkward body armor strapped to his body. Dreadlocks hung from his helmet, and his mouth sparkled with diamonds every time he opened it. The other man was tall with a chiseled face. Vigil knew the hair underneath the helmet would be cut into a bristly crew cut.
Bozo and Jax. For a minute he wavered, awash in memories of the team he watched die so long ago. His friends. Dead. His friends. Alive. In front of him. How can that be? They should be dead. He should be dead. If he survived, then… 
No. It can't be them.
Something glimmered in Jax's hand. Ontario combat knife, his pride and joy. He made quick work of his targets up close, swift and brutal, no flash or finesse. And he was nearly within reach of Mira.
Vigil dropped a strobe and leaped down.
The disorienting flickers of brilliant light stunned the two men. Protected by his visor, Vigil landed on top of Jax, crushing him into the frost-covered asphalt. A g-span blast knocked Bozo backward into the alley wall. Vigil followed with a charged shot to Bozo's jaw, knocking the diamond-coated grill out of his mouth. Bozo sagged and slumped to the ground.
Vigil turned, kicking Jax in the chest as he rose and went for his sidearm. Vigil followed with a brutal uppercut before grabbling Jax by the harness straps and slamming him into the wall. His visor pulsed red as he activated intimidation mode.
"Who are you? Why are you imitating the Hellrazors?"
A confused look flashed across Jax's face. "What are you talking about? Who the hell are you, man? You think you know me? You don't know nothing."
Vigil seized him by the throat. "I know what you are. A disgrace to Jax's memory. The real Hellrazors never killed kids."
An electric current flashed from the g-span, shocking Jax unconscious. Vigil let him slump to the ground. He turned to Mira.
"Mira — I mean, young lady. There's a zip bike on the rooftop. Hop on it. It will get you somewhere safe."
She stepped forward, eyes wide. "You the new Vigil? That's so ace! Can I be your partner?"
"What? No. I mean — you don't know me."
"Oh, yeah… secret identity." She smirked. "Gotcha. Word of advice? You gotta change the way you move, yo."
"How I move?"
"Yeah. You stand the same. Walk the same. Evil eyes got gait recognition. Just a heads-up."
Vigil pointed. "Rooftop."
"Yeah, yeah. Chill with the bitch switch." She nimbly leaped on top of a trash bin and jumped onto the fire escape. Halfway up, she paused.
"Thanks, yo. For coming after me."
"I don't know you, little girl. Now get out of here."
She grinned, scrunching up her face in an exaggerated wink before clambering to the roof and disappearing. A few seconds later he heard the zip bike's fusion thrusters activate as it lifted off.
He turned to the bodies on the ground, scanning them with lasers from his g-spans. "Proto, give me a full body and DNA readout. Please tell me these guys aren't real."
Proto's voice buzzed in his ear. "I'm a digital assistant, not a philosopher, Vigil. Defining reality is a concept beyond my parameters."
"But sarcasm apparently isn't. You know what I mean, Proto."
"Initial readouts indicate synthetic humanoids, or synoids as they are called. I can't trace the manufacturer, but the work is pristine. On the level of Maximillian Industries models."
Vigil heaved a sigh of relief. "Synoids. I knew it. I knew they couldn't be real. Are they… conscious? Self-aware?"
"Synoids are created to be indecipherable from humans in appearance but can be detected by any device programmed for that purpose. Their spinal cords are filled with nanofluids that control and repair their biological functions, and their brains are much less developed than a human, programmed with inserted personalities constructed from memories."
"Memories from what source?"
"I don't have the data to supply that answer."
"Never mind. I already know." Vigil's fist clenched. "Golding. My team died in his facility. I don't know how he did it, but somehow he harnessed the memories of my squad."
"William Golding, the benefactor that supplied your stasis?"
"He's not my benefactor. I don't know what he is." Vigil shook his head. "No time for this. Call Agent Ronnie Banks."
The call went through immediately. "Who is this?"
"It's me, Ronnie. I got Mira to safety. What else do you need?"
"Jett?" Her voice sounded nearly frantic over the line.
"What's going on? Are you okay?"
"No, I'm not okay. I'm looking right at you."
Vigil froze. "What?"

Chapter 20

Agent Ronnie Banks backed away. "You're not Jett. Not the real one."
He tilted his head, looking in every way like the Jett she knew. But in his combat armor, Big Top looked more dangerous. Lethal. But his eyes… his eyes were flat. Emotionless. Dead.
"And who told you that, Agent Banks? Your partner buzzing in your ear? The more important question is: how do you know my name? Did you RCE clowns actually manage to get spies in the Haven? I want answers, Agent. I want them now."
"You want answers? So do I. Like who's giving your orders? And why are you wearing another man's face?"
"I won't ask you again, Banks. You're alone out here, and I'm running out of patience."
Her holoband pulsed. She smiled and looked up. "Actually, I'm not alone."
A body fell from the rooftops, landing with bone-crunching force on the pavement.
"Headshot!"
Big Top and Rosy leaped back in defensive positions, weapons firing at the large figure that leaped down toward them. The rounds ricocheted off of Isaac's alloyed shell as he landed in a cloud of dirty snow.
Ronnie jumped to the side as Big Top and Rosy covered their retreat with strategic barrages. They were gone before she could draw her firearm.
Isaac glanced at her. "We pursuing?"
"No, we're not pursuing. Not openly anyway. I thought I told you not to come after me."
"Not on your life, Banks. We're partners. We do this together or not at all."
She smiled despite herself. "All right, partner. I have eyes in the sky tracking them. The priority is finding Nora Brewers before they do."
"What about the other girl? Mira."
"Jett found her. He says she's safe."
Isaac's metallic face was unreadable, but she heard the skepticism in his voice. "You working civilians now, Ronnie?"
"I didn't have a choice. Chief won't budge, and we're all there is. Jett knows the girl, and I trust him."
"Without cause. We don't know anything about him."
"He was like us. He upheld the law."
"He was a soldier. His unit was disbanded. They were guns for hire after that. Not exactly heroes."
"How would you know?"
"Research. You know I don't sleep. So I spend my free time investigating stuff. Things got ugly in those days. Really ugly. No telling what he did at the end when all hell was breaking loose. It was every man for himself."
"Then he froze for three hundred years and got a clean slate, Isaac. You really want to have this discussion now?"
"No, I guess not."
"Good." She glanced down at the body. "This their sniper?"
"Yeah."
"Jesus, Isaac. You took out a duly-sanctioned HC operative. There's gonna be blowback."
"What are they gonna do, unplug me? I've got nothing to lose, Ronny. Besides, these guys aren't human."
"Are you serious?" Ronny flipped Headshot over with her boot. Electric-blue fluid leaked from a gash in the back of his neck, glowing against the murky slush on the ground.
"Synoids? You gotta be kidding me."
"The most advanced I've seen. Had to run a scan on the guy to verify it. Couldn't tell just by looking."
She knelt, examining Headshot closer. "Yeah, the uncanny valley look is gone. Still can't put life in the eyes, though."
"That's not all. Speaking of your buddy Jett, these are clones of his old team. The Hellrazors. The last surviving members before the Cataclysm."
"That explains why I was looking at a carbon copy of Jett." She shook her head. "That was bizarre. I was really knocked for a loop until Jett called me. I thought maybe he had a secret life or something."
"Scab worker by day, kill squad leader by night?"
"Yeah, crazy. I know." She paused, staring at the direction the Hellrazors left. "This guy seemed a lot harder than the Jett I know. You know — dangerous."
"Maybe you don't know him so well. How does a synthetic copy of Jett walk around without his knowledge?"
"Let's find out." She tapped the datcom in her ear. "Call Jett."
His profile flashed on her holoband, but no visual projection. Just like the last time.
"Are you all right, Ronnie? What's going on?"
"Where are you? Why isn't your holo on?"
"I'm trying not to be tracked, so I'm sticking to audio. You said these guys are pretty rough."
"Right, good idea. Look — you said you found Mira?"
"Yeah. I'm taking her underground until things blow over."
"You think that's safe?"
"I know the sewers like the back of my hand. Trust me, there are all kinds of caverns no one knows about."
"Where are you now?"
"Headed away from the riots. Going to lay low until the coast is clear."
"You didn't see anyone else from the hit squad? Anyone you might… recognize?"
"No. Mira says someone took out the guys who were chasing her."
"Someone like who?"
"I don't know. Things are crazy out here. Can we talk about it later?"
"Yeah. Get somewhere safe, Jett. I'll check back with you when this is over."
She cut off the connection and glanced at Isaac. "Can you track his signal?"
He blinked, electric eyes glimmering as he stared at a readout she couldn't see. "Yes. Looks like he's heading home. Why the interest?"
She shook her head. "I don't know. Too many questions right now."
"Well, the answers are out here. And right now they're getting away from us."
"You're right." She flipped over to the tracking screen on her holoband, where Big Top and Rosy were displayed via feed from the probe tailing them. "I think we gave those two enough time to think they got away. Let's pick up the trail and see where they lead us."
Ⓥ
Incognito buzzed over. "I have a bead on two more squad members, Vigil."
Vigil hesitated, dreading the thought of another encounter with the synthetic ghosts of his past. Damn you, Golding. Whenever he caught up with the man, he'd make him pay for what he did. He imagined Golding somewhere in the Haven. Watching, a dry smile on his face. Somehow Vigil knew he was watching. The city had eyes everywhere, and Golding Enterprises was responsible for most of them.
Put it behind you, soldier. Nothing you can do about it right now. Focus on the mission.
"Where are they?"
"The Breaks. I'm tracking them through the city security cams. Sending the location."
"Okay, I'm close by. Trying to get the hang of these boot thrusters."
"Push off when you jump and when you land. The rest will come to you."
"Got it." He tapped the boot icon on his g-span op screen as he leaped off a rooftop. The sensation was like a trampoline jump as the thrusters hit and lifted him three times further than normal. Another tap when he touched down prevented a hard landing. He staggered, regained his balance, jumped again. And again. And again, until he sailed between buildings like a sleek metallic bird, leaving glittering trails of ice and vapor in his wake. Passing unnoticed by the shouting, violent masses below as they clashed with robotic Peacekeepers and one another.
"They're in the next alley. Big fight going down."
Vigil never slowed, dropping straight down after another assisted leap. All he saw was a mass of heaving bodies before he landed right in the middle, bowling over several as he landed. Everyone wore masks and baggy black ensembles emblazoned with silver scythes, marking them as members of the Grim Reaper Posse, rivals of the Crimson Kings.
Vigil struck hard and fast, using the charged g-spans to deliver electrifying punches left and right. In the middle of the wildly shifting attackers, he nearly missed the two other assailants fighting from the other end of the mob. But unlike him, they were killing people, mowing them down without mercy. His heart sank when he saw them. One was large and muscular, firing a heavy machine gun in tight, methodical bursts. The other was small and lithe, firing handguns with lethal accuracy. A ballistic mask completely obscured her features, but he knew her face as well as his own. He knew both of them. Or had, when they were alive.
Beef and Jisei.
Tatsu. The memories flooded. Waking up to morning light on her face, the rare smiles she gave to him like secret gifts when they were alone… 
No, they're dead. These are just cheap imitations. And you have to take them down.
"Proto. Activate Riot Control."
"Charging."
He kicked the nearest attacker back and held out his hands. His display lit up with targets, focusing the crosshairs on every person's head. The g-spans flooded with blue light before discharging multiple blasts from each fingertip. Once, twice, three times in rapid succession. Nearly thirty bodies dropped as the concussive force struck in explosions of azure energy.
He jogged forward, stepping over groaning bodies. Beef and Jisei were already getting to their feet, their armor taking the brunt of the blasts. Vigil pulled the neo-thermic handgun from its holster and fired an incendiary round into Beef's chest, shattering the armored plating and setting him on fire with the secondary explosion. Vigil tried to ignore the screams.
They're not people. They're just protein-based machines with stolen memory data.
Jisei dropped to one kneed and opened fire with twin rapid-fire handguns. Vigil opened an energy shield from his g-span, deflecting the rounds. Jisei responded by rolling two thermal grenades in his direction. He raised his gauntlets upwards, forming a protective dome as the detonation tore the vicinity apart in a bloom of flame and razor-edged projectiles. The downed gang members suffered much worse, bodies burnt and shredded by the explosion.
He dropped his shields and peered into the smoke, but Jisei vanished like a ghost.
He tapped his com. "Lost one, Incognito."
"I know. Lots of interference there. Unfortunately, your ECMs cut both ways."
Vigil glanced at the pair of triangular-shaped devices that whirred in wide, interloping circles around him. "Yeah, I forgot. She'll pop up somewhere. She'll be heading back to rendezvous with the team."
"I'll scan for them. Are you okay, Vigil?"
He sighed, walking over to where Beef smoldered on the ground. "Gotta admit, this hits hard. I just killed a member of my own team. Or it feels like it, anyway."
"Synoids aren't human. They're machines programmed to serve a function. Keep that in mind and focus on the mission."
"Yeah, I'm focused. I'm assuming they were attacking the gang because their targets were here."
"Yeah, I ran a scan on their holobands. Three of them took part in the execution."
"Well, they're dead along with a few of their friends. Any luck finding Nora Brewers?"
"Keep at it. Meanwhile, I'll head in Agent Banks' direction."
"Yeah, you might want to rethink that."
"Why would I?"
"It's like the girl said. You're recognizable to the people that know you. You've already been outed once tonight. I know you trust the girl—"
"She's not a threat, Incognito."
"Not saying she is. But she's a liability. You can't afford many of those. You can't afford any, but it is what it is now. No point getting any closer to Agent Banks than you have to. Vigil is a shadow, not a symbol. Anything else and your career will be a very short one."
Vigil nodded. "Okay, I get your point. I'll keep my distance. Now, you need to get me a target. Because this isn't over yet."
Ⓥ
Ronnie and Isaac followed from a safe distance until Big Top and Rosy were picked up by their armored floater at the harbor. It lifted off vertically and shot toward the city, where Haven Core glimmered like a polished pearl, oblivious to the violent events occurring around it.
No, not oblivious. They just don't care.
"Damn it. No way we're going to catch them in time."
Isaac glanced behind them. "You kidding, Banks? How did you think I got here?"
She turned in time to see the RCE zip bike turn the corner and head their direction.
"You had it tailing us on autopilot the whole time?"
"Yeah. Wanna take a ride?"
She grinned. "Let's go."
They zipped across the bay, cutting across the water like a blade, keeping low to avoid detection. The Hellrazor's floater showed up as a blip on their tracking screen.
"Looks like they're headed for the Brickland District."
"That's where Nora Brewers lives. We've already been there. Scanned the building. No one was home."
"Well, she had to come back eventually. They either found out she's there or they're staking out the place."
"Hope it's the latter because these guys hit fast and hard. We might not make it in time to save her."
"Better step on it, then."
They shot forward, streaking toward the rage and noise of the angry city. The clamor and darkness swallowed them, forcing the zip bike to slow down and avoid the raging hotspots where rioters still clashed with the RCE Peacekeepers. Larger bipedal mech walkers stomped through the streets, curtailing the area and closing in with smoke, pepper spray, disorienting light flickers, and sick bombs. Behind them were heavily armored RCE troopers in riot shields and gear, ready to finally make arrests.
It'll be over soon. The Hellrazors will have to move quickly.
"Slow down. The address is just around the corner."
They parked the bike and advanced on foot. Weapons ready, moving back to back, sweeping every corner for an ambush. They were in the Warrens, where stacks of shipping container apartments soared so high that they were lost to sight. They formed rusty metallic walls, creating a haphazard maze of tenements that didn't collapse only because they were connected by a network of support braces that served as walkways and bridges from one stack to another. Cold drizzle dripped like rain from the snash that fell on the rooftops, melted and dripped down.
Good thing I already know where Nora Brewer's flat is, otherwise I'd be lost in this mess. It made her suddenly grateful for her small but tidy apartment in Manhaven. At least she had a view of something other than dirt and rust. She recalled that Jett lived somewhere in the Warrens. She hoped he was safe.
"Look out!"
Isaac folded his arms around her as the world exploded. Heat rippled over her, the ground erupted, and they sailed through the air in a bloom of flame and brilliant light. Her breath punched from her lungs when they slammed into a wall with the force of a car crash. Coppery blood filled her mouth from biting her tongue, waves of dizziness threatened to shove her to unconsciousness. If Isaac hadn't taken the brunt of the blast, she would have been dead.
"Have you been having fun, Agent Banks?" Big Top's voice echoed from the walls. So much like Jett's.
An armored mech clomped around the corner, painted in urban camouflage. It stood ten feet and looked like a humanoid beetle. Big Top was secured inside the armored interior, manning the controls. The exterior was armed with high-powered turret guns and cannons. It was enough to level the entire block. The robotic head turned in her direction.
"You and your friend have been having quite the night. Killing my men. Time to turn the tables."
Isaac stood. Uniform shredded, metallic shell exposed. He glanced at her. "Get out of here, Banks."
She shakily raised herself and tightened her grip on her handgun. "Not on your life. We’re partners."
"Then leave the mech to me. The rest of his squad have to be around here too. Now go!"
They spit directions as Big Top fired again. Ronnie leaped away from the blast, leaping to her feet and firing at Rosy as she leaped from behind a dumpster. The rounds found their mark, dropping Red before she could fire her weapon.
People were everywhere. Running from their flats in mass panic, screaming and shouting. The crossfire cut some down immediately, ruthless barrages from Big Top's turret guns. Ronnie seized a frantic woman and her child, hustling them away from the line of fire.
"Go. Keep running!"
She looked behind. Isaac's arm altered in shape, whirring and shifting into an ionized plasma channel. A high-pitched whine pierced the air as it charged, firing an electrolaser bolt that flashed like lightning when it struck Big Top's mech. The robotic machine staggered as its electrical systems malfunctioned.
Crushing impacts struck Ronnie like heavy punches to the chest, knocking her down. She rolled, avoiding another barrage from Jisei, who leaped from a third-story balcony, still firing. Ronnie scrambled on all fours, trying to make the corner before more rounds struck her. Her chest was on fire; she was sure her armor was penetrated.
A pill-shaped metallic explosive clattered a few feet away.
The detonation lifted Ronnie from her feet. Debris followed, striking with the velocity of bullets. Her eardrums vibrated; everything became distorted, overwhelmed by the intense ringing. She tried to breathe but could only manage choking gasps. Her muscles turned to water, refusing to respond.
She rolled on her back, vision blurred and body on fire. Blurred shapes ran past; distant screams echoed around her. She faintly saw Jisei approaching Isaac as he grappled with Big Top. The masked woman wielded a long, laser-edged blade that cut through Isaac's arm as if it were made of cheese. She dropped to one knee and slashed through one of his legs, dropping him to the shattered ground. Big Top's systems flashed back on, and he made the most of it by aiming his arm cannon and firing at point range, blowing Isaac to pieces.
Ronnie tried to scream, but could only manage a dry rasp. Her breath rattled in her lungs, and darkness closed in from the edges of her vision. Her last sight was of an armored figure in a silver helmet, leaping from the gloom at the lumbering mech like some ancient champion upon a primordial demon.

Chapter 21

Vigil arrived just in time to see Ronnie go down, followed by Isaac. He quickly surveyed the scene.
"Too many people in the line of fire. How do I shut down the mech, Proto?"
"Short-range EMP. You have one in your utility belt."
Vigil extracted it and hurled it down. "Shut down all systems for the length of the blast."
"Shutting down."
Vigil dropped from the building ledge as the EMP detonated. The lights in nearby buildings winked out along with any working electronics. The mech suffered no better. It froze in place, rendered useless until its backup systems kicked in. Vigil figured he had thirty seconds at most. The control system winked back on inside his visor as his systems came back online.
He landed on the mech's shoulder, planting a remote explosive inside the collarbone groove. Barely pausing, he leaped off and fired g-span pulse blasts at Jisei, who flipped and span around the bombardment like a dancer.
Vigil landed, rolled, and flung a handful of thin magnetic explosives. The pull yanked them to the mech, where they discharged like deadly fireworks, weakening the shell.
"Barely a scratch," Big Top's voice boomed out. "My backup systems are loading right now, and when they're done—"
"Blow it, Proto."
The remote explosive detonated, blowing the mech's armor apart. The skeletal remains staggered and tumbled to the ground in a drunken display of smoke and sparking wires. The armored control panel protected the man inside from most of the damage. Vigil couldn't help but to stare.
It was like looking in a mirror.
Proto's voice buzzed. "Behind you."
Vigil's energy shield opened as he turned, catching Jisei's sword before it cut his arm off. Even with the laser edge nullified, the blade was still razor sharp. He used the shield as a battering ram, shoving her back before dropping it to fire a pulse blast at point blank range. She bent over backward to avoid it, propped on her hands, and came back with a flashing spin kick.
"Damn it, Tatsu. I don't want to hurt you."
She paused at the mention of her name, tilting her head as if studying him. Her eyes were barely visible through the darkness of her mask. He wished he could drop his helmet, show her the truth. But it didn't matter. Tatsu was dead.
He attacked, she dodged. She attacked, he defended. They moved in a synchronized flow, so much like the sparring lessons they practiced repeatedly. He wondered if she felt it too. The familiarity. If she did, she'd ignore it. Focus past it. Try to find his weakness. Distract him long enough for Big Top to free himself from the mech, prime his weapon, and join the battle. He probably was circling around, waiting for Jisei to position Vigil for a clean shot.
That's what I'd do.
When the moment was right, he felt it. He just knew, and ducked a second before the shot fired. The blast grazed his shoulder and struck Jisei in the chest, punching through her armor. She went limp, body crashing to the ground.
"Tatsu!"
Vigil thought it was his scream, but Big Top was the one that rushed forward, eyes burning with pain and rage. It was Vigil's face. It was Vigil's pain. He knew Big Top wanted to rush over to Jisei, but also knew he wouldn't. He had to kill his enemy first.
They both leaped to the side at the same time, mirror images as they fired their handguns simultaneously. Both scored shots to the chest, flying backward in opposite directions. Vigil bounced across the ground before finally skidding to a halt.
He groaned as Proto's voice buzzed over. "Chest armor at eighteen percent efficiency. Your assailant used incendiary explosive rounds. It will take some time for the nanites to reconstruct. You won't be able to withstand another immediate direct hit."
Vigil glanced over at Big Top. "I won't have to."
He grimaced, trying to ignore the stabbing pain in his chest as he limped over. Big Top's chest was still on fire from the smoldering cavity that Vigil's shot left behind. Blood trickled from his mouth.
"Tatsu?"
Vigil shook his head. "Gone. A long time ago."
Grief etched Big Top's perspiring face. "Should have been me first. Not her."
"I know."
"Who… are you?"
Vigil stared down for a long time before finally answering. "I'm all that's left."
Big Top didn't respond. His eyes glazed over as the last shuddering breath left his body.
Vigil turned away from his doppelganger, walking over to where Jisei lay. He knelt down, unclamped the face shield and removed it. Tears blurred his vision.
It was the same face he remembered. The same look as when she passed away in his arms. He caught her wrist as she tried to ram a stiletto dagger into the vulnerable part of his neck. He knew her too well, knew she would give it one last try before she succumbed to the fatal injury.
"It's okay, Tatsu. You can let go. I'm sorry. Sorry I couldn't save you. Sorry for a lot of things."
She stared uncomprehendingly, all of her efforts put into trying to push the dagger into his neck. Finally, her wrist went limp, and her body sagged to the ground.
"Proto?"
"Scan shows the subject is terminated."
Only then did he let her go.
Incognito's profile flicked on his visor display. "I'm showing multiple RCE units heading your direction, Vigil. Time to go."
Vigil stood, looking over where Ronnie lay unconscious. "They'll be too late. Proto says Agent Banks is in critical condition."
"Nothing you can do about that."
"We can. Get an AHPP ready."
"What? You can't bring her here. It will compromise everything."
Vigil scooped Ronnie in his arms. She felt broken. "We'll keep her sedated. Just get it prepped, Incognito. I'm headed your way."
Activating his boot thrusters, he leaped for the rooftops.
Ⓥ
Good evening. You're with Cam Danvers on another NYN news Fast Break. The rioters finally succumbed to the strategic pressure of RCE Peacekeepers and troopers, marking the end of hours of property damage and looting.

The following night, Tim LeBlanc watched the news in Kermit's bar. Thinking. It had been a helluva night, but he's spent it at home waiting it out. The rioting was just another incident in a long string of incidents. He'd watched a few hours on the picjector, made sure his pad wasn't in the line of fire, then turned out the lights and slept like a baby. Figured things would be back to normal by morning. It always was.
All estimates aren't in yet, but we've been told the damage is in the ballpark of seven hundred million and counting. Not to mention the lives lost.
"Hey, LeBlanc."
He glanced over as Jett sat at the bar beside him, motioning to Kermit for a Horse Piss Lager. Kermit grunted and slid one over.
LeBlanc smiled. "Well, well. Looks like you survived the night."
Jett shrugged. "Stayed out the way of things. Figured it would blow over."
"Funny — same thing I thought. And here we are, back to normal."
"Yeah. Back to normal." They clinked bottles and got to drinking.
"I ever tell you about my daughter, Jett?"
"Don't think you have."
"Her name's Deborah. Lil' Debbie is what I call her. She's my life. Bright as can be. A lot smarter than her old man. Way prettier, too."
They shared a chuckle.
"Her mom passed a year after she was born. Had cancer. Couldn't afford the cure. You know how it is. Left Debbie and me to ourselves. I tried the best I could to take care of her. Took a lot of jobs to keep a suitable roof over her head, food on the table, toys in her hand. Got into some business I shouldn't have. Led to questions I didn't need to ask. Mortals don't need to tread in the orbit of angels if you know what I mean."
We've been told that many of deceased appear to be individuals associated with different gangs. Some of the evidence points to execution-style killings. Were the riots a cover for a full-blown gang war? Or was there something else afoot?
Jett kept his eyes on the screen. "Angels. Yeah, I know what you mean."
"I was warned. To back off, let things alone. But I was too into it at that point. Invested, you know? So I kept digging. And then something happened."
"They came for your daughter."
"In a way of speaking. She won the lottery. Got her a one-way trip to the Haven."
"Wait, isn't that a good thing?"
"Like going to heaven, they say. Thing was — I never put her name up. Why would I? We were all we had. I'd never intentionally separate us, not even for a chance of a lifetime."
Jett lowered his voice. "So, this investigation of yours. It ended up involving business of the Haven? And you think your daughter's win was retaliation?"
LeBlanc's eyes blurred when he nodded. "Haven't heard anything since. I'm completely in the dark. It's like she just vanished. No telling what's she's been through. Or if she's even alive. She's just… missing."
He took a long swig of beer and cleared his throat. "Guess I'm saying, if you ever come across any pertinent information on your new job, feel free to pass it on. I'll consider it payback for the work I did."
Jett's eyes slid in LeBlanc's direction. "What new job are you talking about?"
Even stranger are reports of a man taking down rioters and gang members in acts of alleged vigilantism. Eyewitness accounts are sketchy, but many have provided details that match the appearance and methods of Vigil, whose last known appearance was nearly two decades ago.
LeBlanc grinned as the report went on. "I'm talking about your new role as project manager for the Youth Haven, of course."
"I didn't know anyone knew about that."
"Well, it's not common knowledge. I just got ways of putting two and two together."
"Well, I hope you're not planning on spreading the news around. I'd rather keep a low profile if you know what I mean."
"I know exactly what you mean, brother. Don't worry, your secret's safe with ol' LeBlanc. And if you ever need a hand with anything, you can count on me. I mean that."
A small smile touched Jett's lips. "I just might take you up on that, LeBlanc."
Kermit frowned in their direction. "You girls gonna order another drink or keep whispering in each other's ears? This here's a bar, not some couple's lounge."
LeBlanc pulled out a smoke and lit it. "Keep that up and you'll scare all your customers away, my man. Not that you have any to scare off."
"You can go to hell, LeBlanc. You ordering or not?"
"Slide me another lager, brother. One for my bud, too. On me."
Jett stood up, patting LeBlanc on the shoulder. "Next time. I gotta check in on someone. See you around."
"Definitely." LeBlanc picked up a bottle and drank, watching the news. And thinking about his little girl.
Ⓥ
"Don't wanna." Mira's jaw clenched as she assumed a stance of pure stubbornness: fists on hips, one foot planted forward. "I have to take care of my sister. You can't make me stay here."
Jett sighed. "You're really embarrassing me here, Mira. I told you that you're in danger. No need to think you're safe just because the hit squad was taken out."
"You want to put me away because you don't wanna be bothered." Mira's face was still set in a furious glare, but a tear slid down her cheek. "You think I'll tell everyone about your secret identity."
Jett glanced over at Qhawa for help. She raised a bemused eyebrow in return. They were in a safehouse she secured, somewhere in Manhaven. The room was small but comfortable, furnished with real wooden furniture. The scent of lemongrass hung in the air.
Qhawa padded on bare feet, circling Mira with her hands clasped behind her back. In her voluminous rose-patterned robes, she looked every inch the mysterious mentor. "I remember being your age, Mira. I was homeless and alone, no parents to remember. No plans for any kind of future, only the streets and the violence that came with them. A man helped me then, just as Jett is helping you now. His name was Wayne Thomas."
Mira gave her a cautious glance. "So?"
"He had another name. Another life. And in time he allowed me to become a part of it."
Jett raised a hand. "Listen, I don't think this is the time—"
Qhawa ignored him, focusing her gaze on Mira. "His other name was Vigil. His other life was fighting criminals and evildoers." She glanced at Jett. "Just as he does."
Mira's eye's widened. "You were his partner?"
"Yes. I took the name Viper and aided him when he needed it."
"Really? That's ace. And you'll teach me to do what you did?"
"I will teach you to survive, Mira. What you do with those skills will be up to you. And him."
Mira turned to Jett with the widest smile he'd ever seen. "Did you hear that, Jett? We're gonna be partners!"
He shook his head. "That's not what she said. Besides, I'm not looking for a partner." He glared at Qhawa, who answered with a diffident shrug before fixing Mira with a stern look.
"The first part of our education is obedience. So go to your quarters, shower and prepare for bed. We will begin your training tomorrow."
"Yes, Qhawa."
Jett watched in shock as she obediently left the room, although she did pause to stick her tongue out at him before rounding the corner. He turned to Qhawa.
"Have you lost your mind? I thought you were going to help."
"I am helping."
"By filling her head with delusions? She can't be my partner. Her life will be in danger."
"I never said she was to be your partner. And you put her life in danger the moment you pulled her into your world, Jett. This is all your doing, remember? My job is to teach her how to say alive. So if you didn't want her to be a part of Vigil's life, you never should have brought her to me."
Jett opened his mouth, then thought better of it. She's right. There's no other option other than trying to get Mira entirely out of the city. With all the spying eyes, he doubted that she'd make it very far.
"How are you doing, Jett?"
"Fine, I guess."
"You lie. You came face to face with your past, and it haunts you still. I see it in your eyes."
He found it hard to meet her penetrating gaze. "Yeah, it shook me. Seeing them again, seeing her face after all this time… it was hard."
She nodded. "I want you to come with me."
"Where?"
"To finish this."

Chapter 22

Jett glanced backward. The city dwindled in the distance; the towering buildings just silhouettes, fingers pointed at the sapphire ceiling. The skimmer was sleek and small, nearly cramped with just himself and Qhawa inside. Its anti-grav thrusters kept it hovering above the surface while rear thrusters propelled it at one hundred fifty miles per hour, leaving a long plume of dust in its wake.
The area around the city wasn't dead as he expected. Greenery ran wild; trees, brush and vines overrunning ancient and long-abandoned homes and businesses. The air was fresh enough to sting his lungs, the light brighter than he'd seen since awakening. Wildlife was everywhere. Rabbits, deer, and foxes ran out of the way, startled by the sonic alarm projected from the front of the skimmer. Jett was surprised to see a herd of giraffes feeding on foliage along the roadside.
All the animals from the zoos had to go somewhere, I guess. Must be an entirely new ecosystem out here.
He glanced at Qhawa, who remained silent the entire ride. "It's beautiful. Why don't people live out here?"
She smiled. "People do."
"You going to tell me where we're going?"
"We're nearly there."
The skimmer slowed to a stop at what looked like the remains of a compound. Nothing was left except the foundation and a few broken corners. A large bobcat sat on its haunches ten yards away, gazing at them with serene golden eyes. Jett got out slowly, disturbed by the familiarity, like a dream hovering on the edge of his consciousness.
Qhawa looked at him. "Do you know where you are?"
The Armordillo rounded a collapsed bridge, bringing their destination in view. The compound was an outpost from the Imperial War, another relic abandoned when the greater concern arrived.
Jett took a deep breath and closed his eyes. He was afraid that if he turned around, he'd see the sky tear open again, spewing fire and death.
"Yeah. This is where we died. Where they died, I mean. Why did you bring me here?"
"Because you need to face it. You cannot be Vigil if you are running from your past."
He exhaled, nodding. Squaring his shoulders, he walked to the foundation. A rusted entranceway opened to stairs leading into the underground portion of the building.
Qhawa handed him a headlamp. "I'll be here when you get back."
He nodded, strapping the device on. Then he turned and descended into the darkness. The hallway was overlain with dust that powered the air with every step. The air was dank and musty. He walked slowly, dimly aware of the mounting fear that compressed his chest, making it hard to breathe. He paused at a dirt-covered object on the floor.
A skeleton greeted him. It was small; a life snuffed out before its time. The memories started to gel together.
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!"
He glanced at the hallway door. The laboratory, where more skeletons lay. Deviants. And Jax, head blown apart. Jett didn't bother going inside. He proceeded down the hall and took the long trip down the stairwell, deeper into the gloom of the past.
Arriving at the bottom, he stared at the blackened, soot-stained entrance of the command center.
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… 
Jett walked inside.
The room covered in char and dust, shredded and wrecked by the explosion. Bones littered the floor; scorch marks scarred the walls.
He stumbled from one to the next, checking for vital signs. There weren't any.
"Jett."
He turned at the sound of the phantom voice. The light from his headlamp beamed on a skull peering from the remains of a tattered combat suit. His throat constricted. He knew exactly who it was.
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 knelt, tracing a finger along the cheekbone of Tatsu's skull. She was long gone, just like everything else in the compound. The place was a tomb, everyone in it was dead.
But he wasn't.
He stood, glancing at the broken door. In his mind he heard her voice, the final words she spoke to him.
"Go."
Ⓥ
The stasis lab was pristine. Only the faintest coat of dust filmed the equipment. It looked as if ready for use once more. He stared at the pod they pulled him from. The door was ajar; the empty cavity nearly beckoning.
"Hello, Jett."
He whirled around at the sound of the voice. A man sat on the edge of the console on the opposite side of the room. He was mid-sixties, athletic build, silver-haired. His face was carved lines and rigid angles, the face of a man who gave orders and expected them to be obeyed.
"You."
William Golding smiled. "Yes, me."
"What are you doing here?"
"I'm not here, Jett. I'm in Haven Core. But holographic projection is all the rage, so here I am. Your presence triggered alarms in the lab, so naturally I wanted to see who the intruder was. I'm actually not surprised to see you. I figured you'd show up sooner or later."
"You left me here to rot."
Golding raised an eyebrow. "Did I? I did awaken before you. That was on purpose. I had plans, you see. But after my team and I settled down, I made sure to tip off some scavengers to find you. You've had quite the reboot, haven't you? Made some new friends, found a rather unique occupation for yourself."
Jett's eyes narrowed. "You've been watching."
"I watch everything. Information is power, and I used it to gain entrance into the Haven. But my electronic eyes are ever watchful on the outside as well. There are no secrets from me, Jett. Or should I call you Vigil?"
Jett folded his arms. "I guess you'll have HC pick me up when I get back, then."
"Pick you up? Why would I do that? Information shared with everyone is worthless. Consider this our little secret. I wouldn't worry about Haven Core or their little operatives, either. Vigil and your Agent friend may not be high on their gift list, but you've earned their respect. There's a lot of politicking that goes on inside, and this debacle will keep them putting out fires for months. I'll pull what strings I can in the meantime to keep their attention focused elsewhere."
"Why would you help me? You cloned my soldiers. Cloned me, for God's sake."
"I borrowed, Jett. Don't take it personally."
"Borrowed? You stole my life!"
"Just scraped off the fringes. The synoids were a distraction, something to occupy the attention of the Haven Core elite. But I understand how that might offend you, so my apologies."
Jett sneered. "Your apologies? Seems like you do whatever you want, Golding. Why even go out of your way at all?"
Because you fascinate me, Jett. Such a rich and tragic history, and yet you keep going. Keep fighting for others. There's something inspiring in that. Who knows, maybe the two of us will be the catalysts for real change in the Haven and beyond."
"I wouldn't count on that."
"I only count on one thing in the end, Jett. Be seeing you." Golding winked as his hologram faded out, leaving Jett alone in the empty chamber.
When he finally ascended the stairs and stepped out into the light, Qhawa was waiting. Leaned against the skimmer, the wind flailing her raven black hair. She gave him a searching look.
"Did you find anything, Jett?"
"No. There's nothing here."
"Did you leave something behind?"
"Yes."
"What?"
"The past. No more looking back for me, Qhawa. There's only what I am now. And what I have to do from this point forward."
Qhawa smiled. "Do you know where the name Vigil comes from?"
"Vigilante, I'd guess."
"No. It's after the act of staying awake when others are asleep. Keeping watch. Being vigilant. That's why Wayne Thomas chose the name. And now that is you if you're ready. Are you ready, Jett?"
"I'm ready."
Ⓥ
Ronnie Banks blinked open her eyes.
"Isaac!"
"Easy, Banks. You've been through the wringer."
She cautiously raised herself. She was in a hospital bed. Consoles displaying her vitals winked from their attachments, and a slender android paused in the act of placing a tray of food on the retractable tray.
Chief Moore gave her an encouraging smile from the chair in the corner. "They said you'd be waking up. Thought I'd be here for the good news."
"How long have I been out?"
"Little over twelve hours since you were dropped off. About a day before that."
She rubbed her temples, trying to collect her thoughts. "Dropped off? I don't remember what happened."
"All we can piece together is that someone took you away from the scene and put you in an Accelerated Healing Process Pod. After you knitted up, the person dropped you off on the rooftop of the hospital."
"Are you serious? Who did it?"
Moore shrugged. "Beats the hell out of me. Surveillance caught nothing. Whoever the good Samaritan was, doctors say he saved your life."
Ronnie leaned back into her pillows, suddenly exhausted. "Is Isaac okay?"
"He's fine. It was only his body that was blown to bits. We have another unit getting prepped for alignment. Once it finishes, you'll have your partner up and running again."
"What about Nora Brewer?"
"She never knew she was targeted. She was at home when you had your run-in with the Hellrazors. Saw some of it from her window. We've informed her of the danger and got her out the city in protective custody. She'll have to relocate to another location, but at least she's alive. You saved her life, Ronnie."
She nodded. "What's the Commissioner saying? Am I… finished?"
"Commish can't say anything at the moment, Banks. Seems the man had a heart attack."
"What?"
"Yeah. Came sudden and severe. Transplant is undergoing right now, but I can't say how things will go. Let's just say you're not at the top of his mind right now."
"I'm… sorry to hear that."
"I bet you are. Listen, I got a real juggling act going on with the Commish out. Gotta make some calls and see some people. Be back to check on you. Take it easy, now, Banks. The AHPP might have saved your life, but you need a lot of rest to recover. Make sure you get it. That's an order."
She gave a weak smile. "Yes, sir."
He tapped a vase of flowers on the windowsill. "These came from your friend. He's been by a few times."
"My friend?"
"Yeah. Jett Wolfe. I think he likes you." Moore gave her a gruff smile. "Rest up, Agent."
She waited until the door closed behind him before she sat up. The room was cold, the air processed with a stale medicinal scent. The sensation of isolation crept in around her like ghostly tendrils.
She glanced at the flower vase. An e-note notification flashed on the front, pulsing in a friendly green color. She reached over and pressed play.
A hologram beamed from the button, morphing into a profile image of Jett. At that size, it was easy to study his chiseled features. It wasn't the hardened, dead-eyed visage of Big Top. Jett's eyes were dark but full of life — weariness, melancholy, determination, wry humor — all of it and more glimmered in his gaze.
"Hi, Ronnie. Trying to get the hang of this thing. Hope this comes out right. I was sorry to hear about your injuries. I talked to your Chief — Moore I think he said his name was. He told me you were lucky. Should be back on your feet soon. Oh, and Mira is safe. She'll be taken care of, so no worries about that. You can check in with her whenever you feel up to it."
He cleared his throat. "Guess that's it. Not gonna take up your time — I know you have friends and family there. Get well soon, and… I'll see you around."
The message shut off. Ronnie sat cross-legged on the bed and glanced around at the empty room.
"Friends and family. Yeah, sure."
She glanced at her holoband. It was programmed to record everything if she lost consciousness. She opened the screen, flicked it to the wall, and rewound the footage.
"What the hell?"
Most of it was static, the recording disturbed by outside interference. Blurred shapes, garbled voices. Impossible to piece together or decipher.
The only clean footage was right after the explosion. Debris rained down; the air rang with gunfire and detonations. Nothing was visible in the camera's eye other than fire, smoke, and dancing shadows.
The sounds of combat finally died down. Voices were barely audible, too far away to hear clearly. Then the sound of footsteps as they approached. A shadowy figure leaned over, picking her up and standing. His voice was clearly audible, though flat and robotic from the silvery helmet that covered his entire head.
"We'll keep her sedated. Just get it prepped, Incognito. I'm headed your way."
The surroundings blurred and the footage returned to complete static. Ronnie quickly rewound to the clear image of the man's helmet. Her unconscious face reflected from the burnished surface, battered and bloody. The helmet revealed nothing, no clue of what the mysterious person might look like. But the design of the helmet was close enough to recognize from old footage.
She stared at the screen with disbelieving eyes. "I'll be damned. Vigil. You're real. Whoever you are, you're real." A thought reluctantly followed the statement.
Whoever you are, I owe you my life.
Ⓥ
Buoyant movement. The sensation of rising. Emerging from the depths.
Triumphant.
Incognito's voice in his ear. "Okay, Vigil. Testing the portable hangar unit. These will be stationed in abandoned buildings around the city, each equipped with a suit, supplies, and weapons depot. Perfect for emergency situations."
The interior lights brightened. The portable hangar was the size of an elevator. Vigil stepped into the designated portion of the floor. Mechanical arms whirred, placing armor on and locking it into place. The last task was the helmet, visor whirring over his face with a hissing sound.
The door hissed open, spilling vapor into the hangar. Vigil stepped out into the cold night. Cables were still attached to his helmet, performing the latest systems updates.
"Running a diagnostic test."
Vigil waited, checking energy clip on his neothermic handgun. The hangar unit was deployed on a dilapidated skyscraper high above the haze of the glimmering city districts. Snow trickled from dirty clouds, sparkling in the muted light. Haven Core was stationed on his left, glimmering like a half-buried Christmas ornament.
"Everything checks out. Deploying ECMs."
The electronic countermeasure drones whirled out, tiny black pyramids emitting electronic chaff to make him invisible to surveillance. He held out his gloved hand. One of the ECMs drifted over, hovering over his palm.
"Last thing, Incognito."
"Of course. The cape." Incognito's voice was slightly sardonic over the line.
The shape memory polymer fabric unfurled from its housing around Vigil's neck, snapping and fluttering in the wind.
"Congratulations, Vigil. You're a superhero."
Vigil ignored the sarcasm as the cables clicked free of his helmet and snaked back into the hangar's housing. "Proto's getting reports of multiple violent crimes across the Five Districts."
"No surprising after last night's display. A lot of people still channeling rage or looking for opportunistic looting. Not to mention bad blood from clashing gangs. Looks like you're going to have a busy night."
"That's what I'm here for."
"Roger that, Vigil. I'm here if you need me."
Vigil looked down at the city. His city. He recalled Qhawa's words.
It's after the act of staying awake when others are asleep. Keeping watch. Being vigilant. That's why Wayne Thomas chose the name. And now that is you if you're ready. Are you ready, Jett?
"I'm ready."
Vigil leaped into the depths of the city.
Ⓥ
End of volume one
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Post-Credits

Mat threw a rubber ball against the crumbling stone wall of the tunnel. The ball rebounded back into his hand.
This sucks.
Patrol duty was always the pits, but it didn't help that he had to do it solo. Chris claimed to have a fever, but everyone knew how Chris was. He could make himself sick just by concentrating, and usually did when a chore came up that he didn't like. It wasn't like Mat was scared or anything. The other patrols were just around the corner, within shouting distance. Mat heard them talking and laughing in low tones. He wasn't afraid of being alone. It was just boring as heck pulling an eight-hour shift with only a rubber ball for company.
He threw the rubber ball against the crumbling stone wall of the tunnel. The ball rebounded back into his hand.
We shouldn't have let the Beasts drive us away from the Deep Hall. I don’t care what the elders say, that was a bad move. We should have stayed and fought.
Sometimes he imagined himself charging the Beasts, scattering them with his flashblade humming and sparking in his hand. He read a book about galactic knights with flashblades they used to defeat evil. He could run away, find some wise old hermit that would teach him the ways battle, and single-handedly storm the Deep Hall, leading his people back to the one place they found warmth and safety.
He shook his head. Yeah, may as well with for entrance to Haven Core while you're dreaming.
He hated life on the run. The Remnant was always looking over their shoulders. Always fleeing from violent confrontation. The elders were weak. They were frightened; too scared to do anything about the Beasts that picked them off at will. Leaving the Deep Hall didn't matter. They were still sheep waiting to be sheared. They were still prey.
He threw the rubber ball against the crumbling stone wall of the tunnel. The ball rebounded too fast, ricocheted off the wall behind him, and bounced into the gloom of the adjacent tunnel.
Smooth move, dude.
He took a hesitant step forward. The mouth of the tunnel yawned open, inky blackness the only thing visible within. He swallowed, suddenly afraid. There was something in the tunnel. He felt eyes peering at him. Something lay in the gloom, just beyond the range of his vision. He knew it.
A v-shaped beacon of crimson light flashed as the darkness came alive. A towering figure materialized from the tunnel as if pulling back an inky curtain. Dark combat armor protected his body, and a gleaming helmet covered his head. Mat stumbled backward and fell as the man approached, holding out a warning finger.
His voice was flat and robotic. "Don't sound the alarm. I only have a few questions."
The words tripped and stumbled from Mat's quivering lips. "Who… who are you?"
"My name is Vigil. What's yours?"
"Mat."
"Mat. I was in these tunnels not too long ago, Mat. I watched your people pass by. You looked like you were fleeing from something."
"We were."
"The surface citizens call you Tunnelers. What do you call yourselves?"
"The Remnant."
"I've heard about you. People of faith, I understand."
"Yes, sir. We try to live and worship in peace."
"But someone has disturbed your peace."
"Yes, sir."
"Who are they?"
Mat's voice lowered to a hushed tone. "The Beasts."
"What kind of beasts are they?"
"I… don't know. No one has seen them. We only hear them… sometimes. They come when we sleep. Take whoever they want and vanish. We lost dozens before the elders decided to leave the Deep Hall."
"Why didn't your elders fight back?"
"Violence is against our way. We'll fight to defend ourselves, but not to hunt and kill."
"Not even your enemies?"
Mat dropped his head. "The elders forbid it."
Vigil nodded. "I suppose that's a form of bravery in its own right."
Mat looked up angrily. "It's not brave. It's cowardice."
"Live a while longer, boy. You might find out some things. Is this your regular post?"
"Most nights."
"Then maybe you'll see me again." Vigil turned toward the tunnel.
"Wait."
Vigil paused, head turned back slightly.
"Why… did you come here?"
"I made a promise, Mat. The night I saw your people. I promised I'd come back and see what I can do to help."
"Why would you help us? We're nobody."
"Do you know the value of a life, Mat?"
Mat considered for a second. "Life is priceless."
"Then why wouldn’t I help you? Look for my sign. You'll know when I come back."
Vigils voice echoed from the darkness of the tunnel. When Mat remembered his flashlight and clicked it on, nothing was visible except the dirty, crumbling tunnel interior.
Vigil had vanished.
Mat stepped inside, fanning his light over the surface of the walls. "What sign?"
Then he saw it.
Ⓥ

VIGIL WILL RETURN
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