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John 1:1 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.
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Malik Orum was born in the lightless abyss of the Deep Exclusion Zones places abandoned after energy wars plunged them into permanent blackout. 

There, he adapted to survive in the absence of visibility, learning to listen, feel, and eventually... disappear. After a classified experiment with dark energy reactors, Malik was changed at the molecular level. As Vanta, he absorbs all surrounding light and energy, cloaking himself in an entropic void. In pure darkness, he becomes invisible, intangible, and nearly undetectable passing through walls, disabling systems, and eliminating targets without leaving a trace. 

Perfect for espionage, sabotage, and assassination, Vanta is a whisper in enemy halls and a myth among military outposts. But his power comes with strict limitations: he must remain in environments rich in shadow or latent energy. In bright or sterile zones, he’s diminished slower, exposed, vulnerable. Vanta rarely speaks unless necessary, his introspective silence reflecting the weight of his morally gray path. 

He believes some battles are won not with glory, but with precision and absence. While others shine in the spot-light, Malik accepts that his place is in the void watching, waiting, erasing threats before they even know he was there. 

In darkness, he is sovereign. 

In light, he vanishes.
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Act I: The Whisper in the Dark

The Abyss
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They called it the Deep Exclusion Zone, but Malik Orum had never known it by that name. To him, it was simply home. A place where cities had died screaming in light, only to be buried in silence. Where the sun never returned and artificial power grids were long since severed. The ruins sprawled like bones beneath an endless, suffocating dark.

He walked alone now, boots quiet against fractured concrete as he descended through the skeleton of an old arcology tower. Its walls still bore char marks from a forgotten skirmish, the scent of old ion burns and rusted metal clinging to the damp air. A single shard of broken signage flickered overhead, cycling through ghostly remnants of forgotten ads—its dying glow casting twisted shadows that reached like claws.

Malik slipped past it, silent.

He didn’t need light. Not anymore.

Down here, light meant danger. It meant being seen. Hunted. Claimed.

As a child, he’d learned quickly that noise could kill you faster than any weapon. His first real lesson was watching a family of scavengers get torn apart by motion turrets when one of them coughed too loud near a collapsed transit station. He was five.

His second lesson came years later, when the solar harvesters overhead flared back to life for three terrifying seconds. That flash—so beautiful, so sudden—awoke the drones. They swarmed the district like hornets. By the time the light vanished, so had two hundred people. Gone in under a minute.

After that, Malik stopped dreaming about daylight.

Instead, he adapted. Breathed with the wind. Listened to the echoes. Slept in crawlspaces no larger than a coffin, and moved like vapor through the gaps of broken walls. He learned the silence between footsteps. The way air pressure shifted before movement. He became part of the dark—not hiding in it, but woven through it.

A ghost, long before he became one.

He paused now at the base of the tower, fingers brushing the remnants of a burned mural. It had once shown children playing beneath a synthetic sky, their smiles frozen in bright color. Now their faces were blackened smears, scorched by fire and time.

Malik exhaled slowly.

He wasn’t here to mourn.

He was here to remember.

To ground himself in the place that birthed him. Before he was Vanta. Before the experiment. Before the city of Nocturne started choking on light.

The world had forgotten these places. But Malik hadn’t. The Exclusion Zones were scars—and he was born of scars.

His black-gloved hand reached into his coat and pulled out a small obsidian disk no larger than his palm. He set it on the ground and knelt beside it. The disk shimmered, pulsing faintly—drawing on the ambient decay in the area.

Shadows thickened around him like breath in winter.

"Anchor set," he whispered.

The void hummed in reply. A tether to where he came from. To who he was beneath the armor, the tricks, the darkness that now obeyed him.

In Nocturne, the light was rising.

But the abyss still remembered its child.

And Malik Orum was ready to answer.

He rose from the disk slowly, the shadows reluctant to loosen their grip. They clung to him like old memories, like the scent of smoke that never quite washed out of clothes. The Exclusion Zone wasn’t just a place. It was a crucible—every collapsed structure, every silent corridor a reminder of who survived and who didn’t.

Malik had learned the names of the dead not through tombstones, but through caution. There was Korr, who ran when he should’ve waited. Mirell, who lit a flame to find her way out of a collapsed tunnel and was found instead by scav-bots. Juna, who sang too loudly. The Zone had its rules. Break them, and the dark remembered you forever.

He passed the hollowed shell of a transport crawler, its skeletal frame rusted through. The side was tagged with ultraviolet ink—faded, but still legible under his vision filters. A sigil: half eclipse, slashed through the middle. He recognized it.

Clan Umbra.

They had tried to turn the Zone into a fortress once. Claimed the dark as theirs. But darkness, Malik had come to learn, couldn’t be possessed. It welcomed you only if you respected it.

The clan was gone now. Killed by their own arrogance—and a single luminous drone strike that turned their haven into a pyre. Malik had watched the sky glow orange from twenty blocks away. He never approached the blast zone until weeks later. Even then, he’d walked softly.

He moved now with that same care, scanning the upper floors of a collapsed residential stack. No active signals. No scavenger nests. Just dust, ruin, and silence.

Good.

He activated a localized echo-scan. A gentle pulse radiated outward, returning layered silhouettes of the structure. Something was buried beneath the third level—a sealed conduit, half-collapsed, cold for years. But it pulsed faintly with latent energy.

Malik tilted his head.

“Still breathing,” he murmured.

The old systems below this zone fed into the Nocturne subgrid—redundant infrastructure, forgotten by the Lumen Guard, but still wired into the city’s nervous system. It was one of the reasons he’d returned here. If he could tap it... he could turn the forgotten dark into a weapon.

A hidden path. A staging point. A sanctuary in a city fast becoming hostile to shadow.

He dropped silently to the lower levels, slipping into a maintenance shaft. The space was barely wide enough for his shoulders. He moved through it like smoke, breath shallow, ears tuned to the creak of old supports, the tick of distant machines long dormant.

At the end of the shaft, he reached a sealed hatch. Its biometric lock was dead—no power. He pressed two fingers against the interface and fed a pulse of entropy directly into the circuitry. The panel sparked, convulsed... then unlocked with a low groan.

The darkness inside was different. Not the natural dark of dead space—but the cold, deliberate dark of something buried. Contained.

He stepped through.

Rows of servers blinked faintly. Fungal blooms crawled across walls, feeding on condensation. But the core systems—surprisingly—still pulsed in slow rhythm. He moved among them like a ghost among tombstones, trailing fingers across dust-covered consoles.

He was building a network. Not of wires, but of places. Forgotten places. Shadowed sanctuaries across Nocturne that he could move through undetected. Places the light could not reach.

A whisper stirred in his earpiece—encrypted, layered, nearly inaudible.

“Cycle complete,” the voice said. Nyx-17. The phantom signal.

He didn’t respond. Not yet.

Instead, Malik stood still, feeling the room breathe around him.

Here, he wasn’t Vanta.

Not the weapon. Not the whisper of fear in bright halls.

Here... he was just the last child of the abyss, standing in the place that had forged him.

He closed his eyes, let the dark embrace him.

Soon, he thought.

Soon, the shadows would rise.

A slow hiss echoed through the chamber as Malik retracted the entropy tether. The obsidian disk, still pulsing on the concrete above, blinked once—then folded in on itself, dissolving into fine black dust. No trace. No signal.

He left the old server hall behind without a sound.

By the time he emerged from the shaft, the artificial skyline of Nocturne loomed far in the distance—its needle-like towers rimmed with light, flickering against the cloud-smothered horizon. What once had been a city of shadows was now pierced by a thousand synthetic suns. Sentinel lights tracked across the lower districts like the eyes of sleeping gods. Surveillance drones glided between the rooftops, scanning for motion, heat, anomaly.

To most, it was a beacon of order.

To Malik, it was a machine choking on its own illumination.

He crouched at the edge of the ruins, pulling his hood tighter over his face. The polymer threads in his cloak shimmered faintly, feeding off the latent dark energy around him. It wouldn’t work near the inner sectors—not for long. But out here, he was untouchable. Hidden not just by distance, but by irrelevance.

The Lumen Guard didn’t patrol the Exclusion Zones. Not anymore. They believed the dark had already consumed everything worth taking.

They were wrong.

He pressed two fingers against his temple. The encrypted channel opened.

“Nyla,” he whispered.

Static. Then a click.

“You shouldn’t be speaking from the E-Zone,” her voice crackled through. “Too exposed. No relays that far out.”

“I wasn’t here to talk.”

A pause. Then: “You found it?”

Malik’s eyes stayed fixed on Nocturne. He watched the tower lights bloom and die, like distant flares gasping for attention.

“I found the breath between heartbeats,” he said. “The forgotten pulse.”

“...And the signal?”

“Still buried. But not dead.”

Another pause, this one heavier.

“Then it’s begun,” Nyla said.

“No,” Malik replied. “It began a long time ago. This is just the moment it remembers.”

He cut the signal.

The wind shifted, carrying a trace of ozone and dust down from the hills. Somewhere, far off, something buzzed—mechanical wings slicing through air, too high to spot. Malik slipped into the trench beside the old crawler, using the shadows to vanish.

He had a long way to go. Through old tunnels. Through darkness untouched by the Guard’s glare. The city would soon awaken, unaware of what stirred beneath its foundation.

Nocturne didn’t fear the dark anymore.

But it would learn.

And when it did—when the light finally faltered—it wouldn’t be ready for what rose from the abyss.

As Malik slipped into the underpath, his body disappeared from sight—but not his mind. The Zone had a way of pulling old ghosts back to the surface. Not just people. Moments. Slices of memory too sharp to dull.

One surfaced now, unbidden.

He was twelve, scavenging alone through a dead metro line, when the ceiling gave way and buried him under tons of steel and silence. Crushed ribs. Broken leg. Darkness thicker than ink. He lay there for two full days, hallucinating the voices of his mother, his brother, even the Lumen Guard he once feared more than death.

No one came.

Only the dark stayed with him. It cradled him, muted the pain, slowed the panic. It didn’t comfort—but it didn’t leave.

In time, he stopped fearing it.

He started becoming it.

Now, years later, as he emerged from a sewer hatch on the city’s bleeding edge, the memory faded like smoke, and only the present remained.

The skyline of Nocturne loomed before him—cold, bright, false.

The city was a monolith of control wrapped in photons and propaganda. Massive banners scrolled down the sides of corporate arcologies: “Lumen Brings Clarity.” “Safety Through Illumination.”

Malik’s lip curled beneath his mask.

They feared what they couldn’t see. So they built towers of glass and mirrors, turned every shadow into a suspect.

And yet they never understood: light doesn’t cleanse. It exposes. It parades the illusion of truth. But truth, like him, lives in silence. In nuance. In absence.

He adjusted his cloak and moved toward the arterial corridor that led into Sector Duskline—a border district between the neglected shadows and the engineered glow. Even here, in the buffer zones, light leaked like poison. Security drones blinked across the rooftops. Lumen towers rotated on predictable cycles, sweeping their beams like mechanical lighthouses searching for ghosts.

Malik passed through it all like vapor.

No cameras pinged.

No alarms flared.

To the system, he wasn’t even there.

He climbed a broken fire escape into the upper floors of a gutted tenement. From here, the entire district stretched out like a cracked circuit board. Blinding in places, flickering in others. But he could still see the seams—gaps in the grid. Blind spots. Weaknesses.

Places where darkness still breathed.

His fingers tapped out a pattern on his wrist console—code that no longer officially existed. A relay blinked back from somewhere underground.

The network lived.

He watched a pair of Lumen patrols glide past an alley below, radiant armor humming faintly. Their visors swept the shadows. One paused—frowned. Looked directly toward the window where Malik stood.

And then moved on.

He hadn't even needed to hide.

They never saw what didn’t want to be seen.

Malik stepped back into the dark, into the embrace of the old city—the real city.

Let them shine, he thought.

Let them burn the skies until nothing remains.

The abyss does not fear the light.

It waits for it to die.

As Malik stepped deeper into the derelict tenement, his boots made no sound. The walls groaned faintly with age, straining beneath years of neglect. Graffiti etched in ultraviolet ink pulsed on the interior supports—symbols from old resistance cells long since scattered or dead. A few were familiar. Others were warnings.

He traced one with gloved fingers: a crescent drowned in static lines.

The icon of blackout. Not rebellion. Not hope.

Warning. Do not bring light.

The room beyond was wired with salvage tech—hand-built sensors, motion-scramblers, a decaying fusion backup cell half-sunk in the floor. All of it had been installed recently.

Someone had been here.

Someone like him.

A blinking diode on a terminal pulsed faintly. Malik approached, cautious. His presence had triggered it.

A message. Encrypted. Buried deep in legacy Lumen architecture.

He activated his relay implant. Firewalls flickered, language packets decoded. A voice—female, filtered, familiar.

“If you found this node, then you’re not dead. That’s promising.”

Nyla.

“Lumen Command just approved phase seven expansion. New towers, new patrol cycles. Shadow tolerance down to zero. Your zone’s on the list. Duskline’s about to burn.”

The recording paused. A faint breath.

“If you’re still doing this, Malik... we need to move soon.”

“I found something.”

“It’s... buried. And worse—it’s active. I’ll show you where. But not over comms. Too many ears.”

Another pause. Then softer:

“Watch your step. The city’s not asleep anymore.”

The message ended.

Malik stood still, the silence returning like a slow tide. He stared at the blinking diode until it, too, dimmed.

So. The expansion had accelerated.

Duskline—the very threshold he now stood on—was about to be stripped bare of its shadow. Burned clean. Made obedient.

He looked to the boarded window, toward the cold spires of Nocturne in the distance.

They were coming for the darkness.

But the darkness was ready.

He pulled his hood back over his head, cloak fluttering briefly as he vanished into the ruined stairwell.

The abyss moved with him.

Quiet.

Patient.

Predatory.

Malik descended into the substructure of the tenement, navigating broken beams and sagging floors with the ease of muscle memory. He’d moved through these spaces before—long ago, when he was still human enough to stumble.

Now, he was something else.

Something less... and more.

At the bottom, he reached a collapsed magline tunnel. It had once ferried civilians through Nocturne’s arteries. Now it was a mausoleum—lined with shattered glass, long-dead rails, and rusting support coils like ribs jutting from concrete flesh.

He passed under them without hesitation.

A soft hiss sounded as he approached a recessed panel—one he’d installed himself weeks earlier. He crouched, tapped a three-beat rhythm across the casing.

A soft pulse answered.

The floor beneath him shimmered. The panel unfolded with a grinding whisper, revealing a shaft bathed in living shadow. It wasn’t just dark—it was void. A presence, dense and clinging, hungry but familiar. Entropic currents curled up from its core like smoke through water.

Malik exhaled.

And stepped in.

The shaft swallowed him whole. No movement. No sound. Just absence.

And then—like a flicker on the edge of thought—he was elsewhere.

A damp concrete corridor. An underline access beneath Nocturne’s perimeter district. Everything smelled of mineral ash and rot. Unseen vents hissed faint steam. The city throbbed faintly overhead, its mechanical heartbeat pressing down from above.

Malik straightened his shoulders.

He was back.

The ruins had served their purpose. He had touched the abyss. Felt its pulse. Grounded himself in what he was before the world named him Vanta.

Now, the city would feel him move again.

But not yet as a weapon.

Not yet as vengeance.

That came later.

For now, he would remain what he’d always been: a whisper in the blind spot. A quiet subtraction.

And when the time came—when the false lights cracked and panic set in—they would remember the dark.

He paused at the mouth of the corridor, beneath the city’s humming shell. Pipes wept condensation. Powerlines buzzed overhead with synthetic life. The ground here was old—old enough to remember a time before the towers, before the Lumen Guard, before the war between brightness and shadow began.

Malik knelt and pressed his hand to the concrete. Beneath it ran the arterial lines of the city’s oldest infrastructure. Forgotten currents. Dormant channels. All still pulsing in the dark like buried veins.

He whispered a word into the silence. Not a name. Not a command.

A memory.

“Do you remember me?”

The ground beneath his hand warmed—faint, barely perceptible. Something ancient responded, not in language, but in sensation.

Recognition.

The dark remembered its child.

And in that moment, so did he.

Malik closed his eyes. The shadows gathered tighter around him, a gentle pull at his form—as if waiting for him to surrender. To fall inward. To become.

He didn’t resist.

For a single breath, the lines blurred: where skin met smoke, where man ended and myth began. And in that heartbeat of silence, something flickered behind his eyes—a flash of the reactor. The scream of energy. The collapsing chamber. His own voice.

And then—

Nothing.

Just breath. Stillness.

And the slow, creeping awareness that he hadn’t truly come back from that day.

Not all of him.

A low chime broke through his thoughts—his wrist relay lighting up with a secured transmission.

Origin Echo Detected.
Reactor Signature Match – 93% Certainty.
Coordinates: Redacted. Source: Unknown.
He stared at the blinking glyph on the screen, jaw tight.

It wasn’t a random pulse.

Something from the experiment had reactivated.

Something was awake.

And it was calling to him.

Malik Orum stood slowly, cloak pulling shadows tighter to his form.

He turned toward the city.

Toward the light.

And he walked straight into it.
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It began with a contract.

No name on the header, just a black glyph — a void spiral eating its own tail — stamped across a redacted dossier that weighed more than its pages. Malik Orum sat in a steel chair under flickering lights, the ceiling too low, the air too sterile. A woman in a slate-gray lab coat with eyes that didn’t blink slid the file toward him.

“This is not a test,” she said.

Malik didn’t reply. He signed.

Why? He’d asked himself that once, years later.

Maybe it was the money. Maybe it was the promise: immunity, status, purpose. Or maybe it was the deeper truth — that he wanted to vanish. To shed the name, the history, the weight of everything he saw in the Exclusion Zones.

Disappearing was the goal.

He just never expected to do it literally.

The Blackwell Facility.

Buried deep beneath Nocturne’s southern fault line, hidden beneath layers of old war tech, shielded from satellite scans and forgotten maps. It didn’t appear in city records. It didn’t exist.

They called the project “VANTA.”
Vector-Aligned Null-Thermodynamic Absorption.
A weaponization of entropy.

They never said that part aloud.

Malik was one of twelve volunteers.

Most were mercs, ex-cons, or ghosts like him. People no one would miss. He didn’t know their names. He didn’t need to.

They trained them for weeks. Injected cocktails of stabilizers and neural dampeners. Wired them to entropy siphons and immersed them in artificial vacuum chambers to simulate void conditions. Most couldn’t handle the dissonance — the silence that crept into your skull when you could feel energy bleed out of a room faster than your own thoughts.

But Malik never broke.

He adapted.

He listened to the absence. Became fluent in it.

And that’s when they pushed him further.

The chamber was circular, sealed, and bathed in soft violet flux. Around him, six reactor arms rotated slowly, each humming with increasing tension. The air buzzed with static charge. His body was bare from the waist up, skin marked with entropy inducers and biometric threads. Dozens of cables fed into his spine, humming faintly like a dying chorus.

A voice echoed from the observation deck.

“Initializing vector collapse. Entropic threshold rising.”

Malik closed his eyes.

“Do you feel that?” the voice asked. “That emptiness crawling through you?”

He did.

The light in the room dimmed.

The hum became a roar.

And then—the breach.

A tear opened not in space, but in order. Reality didn’t shatter. It unwrote itself. Everything around him bent inward—color, sound, direction, logic. A vortex of pure anti-structure collapsed into the chamber, and Malik felt his body dissolve, not into atoms but into concept.

He didn’t scream.

He couldn’t.

There was no air. No time. Just darkness.

Endless. Consuming. Perfect.

They told him later—what little remained of the facility—that the chamber collapsed inward, then vanished for six full minutes. No signal. No visuals. Only an untraceable void signature, like a black hole laced with memory.

Then, he reappeared.

Curled on the floor.

Eyes open. Breathing. Alive.

But not the same.

Malik remembered standing in front of a mirror in the post-containment cell. Except there was no reflection.

Not even in infrared.

Not even to the machines.

Light didn’t bounce off him anymore.

It was devoured.

The room dimmed around his presence, as if his body ate illumination itself. His skin radiated a dull null-field. Equipment failed when he came close. EM sensors went blind. Lasers passed through him like fog.

He couldn’t feel warmth.

Couldn’t be filmed.

Couldn’t be tracked.

He had become entropy incarnate. Not heat death. Not decay.

Absence.

And in that absence... was freedom.

The guards called him “ghost.” The researchers whispered “voidskin.”

The last one who called him human... had been himself.

He stopped, eventually.

Later, the project would be shut down. Quietly. With fire and silence.

The other eleven volunteers never made it.

But Malik did.

Not untouched.

But unmade. And rebuilt.

Now, as he stood beneath the weight of Nocturne, the memory finished unfolding.

The coordinates flashing on his relay weren’t just echoes.

They were alive again.

The darkness he’d been born into... was stirring.

And something deeper—something still tethered to that experiment—was reaching back.

The silence of the post-containment cell pressed in on Malik like a tomb. He stood still, feeling the emptiness inside him stretch and coil—a hollow wound that no time could heal.

The researchers had watched him from behind thick glass, their faces a mixture of awe and terror. The experiment had created a being no sensor could read, no weapon could touch. A man stripped of substance, yet more powerful than any before him.

They called it progress.
He called it a curse.
Malik’s fingers brushed against the cracked windowpane, and for a fleeting moment, he almost saw the man he once was — reflected back at him.

But the reflection was gone, swallowed by the absence that now defined him.

The door slid open. Guards in reinforced armor entered silently, their visors glowing faint blue. They spoke in clipped tones, their words muffled beneath the hum of machines.

“Subject Vanta is stable. Extraction protocol is green.”

Malik didn’t flinch.

They never understood that stability wasn’t strength. It was a cage.

Now, years later, Malik’s eyes snapped open.

He was back beneath the city of Nocturne, far from the sterile halls of Blackwell Facility. The distant hum of electric towers buzzed through the tunnels. Somewhere above, the city throbbed with synthetic light, oblivious to the ghost moving beneath its feet.

The coordinates on his wrist flickered again—a reminder that the past was no longer buried.

A dark pulse.
A signal reawakened.
Malik slid into the shadows, letting the entropy flow around him like a cloak.

The city was waiting.
And so was he.
The cold seeped into his bones, but Malik barely noticed. His senses had long since adjusted to the absence of warmth, the absence of light. Where others would shiver, he felt only the pulse of the dark — steady, unyielding, alive.

His fingers brushed the rough concrete wall, tracing patterns only he understood. Every vibration, every faint electrical hum told a story. The city was a living organism, and he was its shadowed vein — silent, unseen, vital.

But tonight, beneath the grinding roar of distant generators and the flicker of security drones, something new stirred.

His wrist console blinked again: the entropy signature had strengthened. Closer now. Sharper.

Malik’s mind drifted back to the chamber — the moment the reactor tore at the fabric of his existence, fracturing his body and soul. The dark had claimed him then, reshaping him into something both man and myth.

A whisper in the void.

A weapon forged in absence.

The signal pulsed again, rhythmic and urgent. Not random. Not accidental.

It was a call.

A summons.

Malik straightened, his cloak tightening around him as shadows gathered like smoke. The darkness welcomed him home.

Nocturne would soon learn what lurked beneath its gleaming towers — what lives in the spaces where light fears to tread.

And Malik Orum, the man who had vanished into the abyss and returned as Vanta, was ready to answer.

A tremor rippled through the tunnel as Malik stepped forward, the darkness thickening around him in unnatural waves. It obeyed him now. Not like a servant — but like a mirror. Reflecting his will, responding to his need.

He reached a corridor junction where automated maintenance lights glowed faint amber in the ceiling. Their presence buzzed against his skin — irritating, sterile. Unwanted.

He extended his hand.

The light didn’t go out. It simply... folded. Drawn into his palm like threads into a void.

The corridor dimmed instantly. Shadows bloomed outward.

Malik exhaled slowly, letting the hunger in his core steady itself.

He didn’t just blend into the dark. He was the dark.

Motionless. Silent. Disconnected from the rules of visibility. Even the residual heat signature his body should have left behind... was gone.

Sensors wouldn't detect him.

Cameras wouldn't see him.

Even the city itself — the living network of datafeeds and watch-grids — wouldn’t know he was there.

It was his curse. And his edge.

He approached a rusted service panel set into the wall — one of a thousand abandoned nodes from the pre-Lumen era. Useless to most.

But not to him.

He pressed his palm to the metal. The entropy field in his body reached inward, bypassing locks, decoding frozen pathways, and waking long-dead circuits.

The panel opened.

Inside, a cracked but functional uplink core flickered.

ORIGIN MATCH CONFIRMED.
BLACKWELL SYSTEMS – LEVEL 7 ENTROPIC SIGNATURE DETECTED.
REACTIVATION SEQUENCE IN PROGRESS...
Malik tensed. That wasn’t possible.

The Blackwell facility had been buried. Sealed. Burned to ash.

And yet... something within it lived.

Or worse—remembered.

He pulled his hand away. The system went dark again, but not inert. A residue of awareness lingered.

He didn’t trust it. But he couldn’t ignore it.

The past wasn’t just calling.

It was pulling.

His eyes narrowed beneath the cowl. For the first time in years, he felt not just hunted — but watched.

By what?

He turned his back on the panel and melted once more into shadow.

His transformation hadn’t ended in that reactor.

It had only begun.

The deeper Malik descended through the under-grid tunnels, the stronger the pulse became.

Not just through the relay.

Through him.

Every few meters, his breath hitched as if the air thickened—no, not air. Memory. Reality, warped by proximity to whatever lay ahead. The closer he got to the reactivation point, the more unstable the space around him felt.

Shadows clung too long.

Footsteps echoed where none were made.

The laws of distance bent.

And time... felt porous.

He paused inside a rusted maintenance access chamber where the walls had collapsed inward. A black vein of fused metal and melted circuitry ran through the room like a scar—not made by fire, but by concentrated entropy. Familiar.

It’s bleeding through again, Malik thought. Just like it did before.

Suddenly, his vision blurred—just for an instant—and a flash of memory hit him like a bolt:

A ring of containment lights failing.
A scream not from his mouth, but from the dark.
And then the world inverted.
He gripped the wall, letting the cold steel ground him.

Whatever had reawakened... it was part of the original experiment.

And it was no longer contained.

A soft ping echoed from his relay.

Entropy Sync Drift Detected.
Source: UNKNOWN.
Signature: MATCHING... INCOMPLETE.
The message glitched, then vanished.
Something is mirroring me, he realized.
And just like that, he wasn’t sure he was the only Vanta anymore.

Above him, somewhere on the surface, artificial sunlight flared against the horizon. The Lumen Guard was preparing for something. Expanding. Escalating.

But they weren’t alone anymore.

The dark wasn’t just returning.

It was evolving.

Malik turned, the edges of his cloak dissolving into the tunnel’s shadows.

If Blackwell wasn’t finished... neither was he.

He moved through the corridor like a phantom, shadows swallowing his outline, the air colder with every step. The entropy signature pulsed beneath his skin — not painful, but wrong. Misaligned. As if a part of him were being mimicked... echoed... somewhere nearby.

Not just a remnant of the experiment.

A reflection.

He knelt near a collapsed data junction, watching a single strand of fiber-optic cable twitch. There was no wind. No vibration.

Just... movement.

Spontaneous. Patterned.

He narrowed his eyes.

Something — or someone — was testing his presence. Not tracking him. Not targeting him. Learning him.

That was new.

That was dangerous.

He reached out, brushing the cable lightly.

It went still.

Then—

shktk—krrrrrkkkkkk—ORUM—krrrrrrr—MAL—...signal lost.

Malik froze.

That voice wasn’t part of his relay.

It was in the system. Inside the infrastructure. Something was hijacking old Lumen architecture to reach him. The signal was crude, glitching, fragmented — but it knew his name.

And not Vanta.

Malik.

His real name.

Only Blackwell had that.

He stood quickly. His cloak shimmered, null-field tightening like a living membrane. The dark flexed around him.

He wasn't alone.

Something else had been born in that collapse. Something unfinished.

And now...

it was looking for him.

High above, the first of the new light towers ignited across Nocturne’s skyline — a spear of synthetic sun piercing the night.

The war between brightness and shadow had never ended.

It had just been waiting.

And Malik Orum, known to myth and whisper as Vanta, stepped into the silence again.

Prepared to fight not just the light...

...but what the dark might now contain.

Malik stood in the dead corridor, still as stone.

The air had changed.

Not colder. Not heavier.

But aware.

He’d walked in silence a thousand times, vanished between walls, slipped through grids that should’ve seen everything — but now he felt it: something else was listening back.

He turned slowly, gaze scanning the broken infrastructure behind him. Not for guards. Not for drones. But for himself.

Because the signal hadn’t just known his name.

It had spoken with his voice.

Not distorted.

Duplicated.

ORUM... MALIK...

The memory of that scrambled voice still echoed behind his eardrums — artificial, yes, but familiar. So close it prickled the base of his skull.

Not a recording.

Not a playback.

A mimic.

He clenched his fists. His entropy field pulsed in reaction, warping the dim emergency lights above. They blinked rapidly, then popped, casting the tunnel into full darkness.

Good.

He was home here.

Malik exhaled, slow and measured. He could hear the blood in the walls. Feel the hum of old servers vibrating through rusted pipework.

He had to believe it was just a reflex of the reactor — a remnant.

But he knew better.

Entropic fusion didn’t leave echoes.

It left footprints.

Something had survived Blackwell’s collapse — some fractured output of the Vanta protocol.

A misfire.

A shadow of a shadow.

He stepped back from the corridor. Not retreating.

Tracking.

He would find it. Trace the signal. Understand what had come through with him.

And when he did... he would end it.

Because Malik Orum had already given up everything to become Vanta.

He would not share the void with something that hadn’t paid the same price.

Above him, the city glared brighter.
Below, the dark whispered his name again.
Not in fear.

But in recognition.

Malik moved deeper into the tunnel until the signal faded into stillness, but the weight it left behind clung like smoke under his skin. He crouched beneath a collapsed beam, gaze sweeping the debris for signs of tampering — heat traces, light scars, electromagnetic scarring. Nothing. Just old wreckage and silence.

Too quiet.

Entropy wasn’t supposed to linger like this. It bled out quickly, collapsed into thermal null. But here, in this corridor... the dark had memory. Residual awareness. Like something had passed through recently. Something made of the same fabric he was forged from.

But unstable.

He rose slowly. Whatever had echoed him down here — it wasn’t residual. It wasn’t system error.

It was deliberate.

His relay pinged once more. This time faint. Garbled. A single word squeezed from corrupted signal.

“Return.”

No signature. No timestamp. Just that one word, repeated in fragments like a heartbeat:

Return. Return. Return.

He shut it off.

The void didn’t give answers. Only tests.

And he was done being someone’s subject.

He climbed the final rung of an old maintenance shaft, emerging into a half-lit sublevel beneath the city proper. Through the grating above, he saw artificial sunlamps flooding what was once a blackout district — washing concrete in sterile amber light, banishing every inch of shadow.

The Lumen Guard was pushing forward. Building spires. Mapping old zones.

They weren’t afraid of the dark anymore.

They were declaring war on it.

And that meant one thing.

Vanta was needed again.

But this time, not just to survive the light...

To challenge it.
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Nocturne’s Pulse
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The city was sick with light.

Malik stood atop a derelict spire at the edge of District Epsilon, his cloak rippling in slow waves of distortion. Below, the skyline of Nocturne pulsed with amber floodlamps and crystalline arc towers — artificial daylight threaded into a world that had once thrived in shadow.

This was no longer the city he had bled for.

Nocturne had been a sanctuary of silence, built on centuries of low-spectrum tech and natural twilight—designed for conservation, for quiet, for balance. But now... bright scaffolds gripped old buildings like exoskeletons. Airships crawled along regulated lanes. Giant solar crucibles hovered between highrises, casting sterile halos over alleys that once knew true dark.

And everywhere... the Lumen Guard.

Their drones buzzed between sectors like fireflies. Uniformed operatives in radiant armor patrolled skybridges and checkpoints. All of them glowing. All of them watching.

They called it illumination.
Malik called it occupation.
His gaze dropped to a row of modular towers being craned into place over what used to be Vanta Row — a blackout sector named after him by the people who survived under his protection during the early purge years.

Now it was a "Cleansed Zone."

Civilians walked through it unaware, eyes down, routines automated, their biosignatures scrubbed and streamed through glowing Lumen nodes on every corner. Safe. Obedient. Forgetful.

The darkness had been stolen from them.

And they had thanked their captors for it.

Malik crouched, his cloak flickering as a Lumen drone hovered overhead — scanning, logging, humming with faint menace. He held still. Motionless.

The drone paused.
Scanned.
Paused again.
Then moved on.

He slipped backward into the ruined stairwell behind him.

Still works, he thought. For now.

But he could feel it. The walls were closing in.

Nocturne was no longer blind to the dark. It was hunting it — eliminating irregularities, training its technology to reject the unquantifiable. The system wasn’t just hostile to shadows...

It was learning how to erase them.

He passed through old maintenance corridors and dead tunnels no longer mapped in the city’s active grids. Ghost paths. Most had collapsed or flooded during the solar re-surfacing initiatives, but some still ran cold. Unlit. Forgotten.

He followed one toward the heart of the city.

Toward Prax Square.

There, the pulse of Nocturne was strongest — not in the ground, but in the data. Towering holo-screens flashed endless reels of Lumen propaganda: “Peace through Illumination.” “Light Reveals Truth.” “Clarity is Control.”

Malik watched from the shadows of a crumbling mezzanine as a demonstration began.

A Lumen officer stepped forward, clad in radiant plate armor with a flowing prism-white cloak. He moved with perfect posture, his voice amplified but gentle.

“In the past, Nocturne lived in fear,” he said to the crowd. “Shadows concealed crime, decay, and disorder. The darkness gave cover to chaos. But the Lumen Guard brings balance. Harmony. We do not fear the dark. We illuminate it.”

He raised one arm.

Behind him, a solar spike ignited — a tower of light piercing the clouds, spreading an artificial aurora across the district.

The crowd applauded.

Malik’s fists clenched.

They had sterilized the truth.

They weren’t cleansing the dark.

They were exterminating any variable they couldn’t control.

He moved quickly through an old crawlpipe behind the plaza, avoiding scans, slipping past the exposed veins of the city's light grid. Every movement drained him slightly. In deep dark, he was sovereign. But here, in false daylight, his presence grew thin — not weaker exactly, but taxed.

He needed to find the fractures. The cracks.

Every system has a shadow.

He just had to find where it pooled.

A few blocks east, beneath the service levels of Sector 9, he reached the edge of an old substation. Faint power signatures blinked in the deep, ignored by the current surveillance net.

Here, the light was thin.

Here, he could breathe.

He reached down and pressed his palm to a cold metal wall. Entropy flowed from him into the junction like ink in water.

Circuits flickered.

Screens lit.

And a pattern pulsed.

An echo of the signal he had felt in the underground — faint, incomplete.

But no longer static.

It was moving.

So was he.

Above, the solar towers continued to rise, and the city cheered as more shadows fell.

Below, the void moved.

Not defeated.
Not broken.
Just watching.

And waiting to strike.

Malik crouched beside the humming junction box, eyes narrowed at the soft pulse still blinking across the cracked terminal screen. It repeated in a rhythm he recognized — not just signal noise. A sequence.

Four short pulses.
Three long.
Two short.
Pause.
Repeat.
It was a pattern he hadn’t seen since Blackwell.

A heartbeat.

He tapped a manual override into the access node, bypassing the Lumen surveillance thread. No alarms. No system interference. This grid segment was cold. Abandoned.

Or purposely forgotten.

Lines of encrypted script spilled across the screen. Static interlaced the feed — almost organic in the way it moved, like it resisted translation.

Then it paused.
Cleared.
And spoke.
“You are not alone in the dark.”

Malik stiffened.

Not telemetry. Not an echo.
A message.
Directed.
Targeted.
Sent to him.
He stepped back, eyes scanning the narrow chamber as if expecting a voice to form from the walls. The entropy field around him rippled unconsciously, swallowing what little light remained in the substation.

Then — a new line of text.

“They buried us. But we still see.”

“Nocturne is not yours alone.”

The screen flickered violently and died.

Gone.

No trace. No relay address. No data to trace.

Just that sentence, ringing in Malik’s mind like a memory dredged from the core of him.

They buried us.

His jaw clenched. Whoever this was... they weren’t Lumen. But they weren’t resistance, either. This felt deeper. Older. Someone — or something — connected to the experiment.

Something born of the same entropy bleed that forged him.

But while Malik had become singular, solitary...

This voice spoke in plural.

We still see.

He rose slowly, stepping back into the crawlspace and sealing the panel behind him.

Above, the city continued its glowing conversion — sector by sector, block by block.

But beneath the surface... something was stirring.

A hidden rhythm moving in step with his own.

And it wasn’t just watching.

It was calling.

Malik emerged from the sublevels an hour later through a maintenance shaft near the southern edge of the city, a zone not yet claimed by the Lumen Guard’s false daylight.

The shadows here were thinner than before, but still intact. Still familiar.

He stood beneath the skeleton of an old rail bridge, cloaked in static camouflage, and looked out over Sector Theta — one of the last true dark zones.

A place where whispers still lived.

The Blackout Market couldn’t be far now.

And if the dark had allies left... they’d be there.

The path to Sector Theta cut through the arteries of the forgotten city — places once alive with life and now muffled in stillness. No official maps marked this route anymore. The Lumen Guard had decommissioned it years ago, claiming “structural instability.” But Malik knew the real reason.

This sector couldn’t be sterilized.

Too many dead signals.
Too many black echoes.
Too many ghosts.
He moved silently between exposed support beams and collapsed street vaults, his cloak rippling like liquid dusk around him. A passing Lumen patrol hovered three blocks away — their searchlights raking the rooftops like a blind god desperate to see. He stilled completely.

His body phased, the light passing through him.

To them, he wasn’t even shadow.

He was absence.

Only when their hum faded did he breathe again.

They’ve tightened their perimeter, he thought. They know the blackout zone’s not dead.

And they were right.

As Malik crossed the final threshold into Theta, the city changed.

No neon banners.
No surveillance drones.
No pulse towers humming their propaganda lullabies.
Only low tones of analog wiring and the faint hush of water dripping through fractured stone.

He passed a hollow sculpture — a relic from when Nocturne still valued art — and saw the first mark: a black spiral scorched into metal, barely visible unless you were looking for it.

He was close.

The Blackout Market was near.

Ten minutes later, Malik reached the old freight depot beneath the hollowed-out rail yard. It looked abandoned, swallowed in decay — rusted, overgrown, silent.

But silence meant nothing to Vanta.

He reached out and tapped twice on a rusted conduit running alongside the platform wall. Waited.

A soft click replied. Then static.

A voice crackled through a hidden intercom. Filtered, encrypted.

“Zero-lux entry verified. Entropic bleed confirmed.”

The wall buzzed — and then it opened.

A layered field of nulllight screens folded back, revealing a narrow stairwell descending into pitch black. But not just any black.

Controlled black.

Engineered dark.

Malik stepped inside without hesitation.

The air shifted immediately — cooler, denser, still.

The Blackout Market lived here, below the rot of the city, in places too dark for light to corrupt. Rogue tech engineers, sensor saboteurs, entropy-smugglers, and whisper merchants called it home. A dozen languages murmured from alcoves as Malik passed through its heart.

Many turned to look.

Few met his gaze.

Most recognized the ripple of his entropy field before they saw his face.

And those who didn’t — felt him.
Like a chill that moved without wind.
He stopped before a wall-sized hologrid pulsing with illegal surveillance footage, outdated Lumen schematics, and redacted floor plans.

A tall, hunched man in an ash-grey coat turned from the display.

He smiled slowly, uneasily.

“Malik Orum,” the man rasped. “Or should I say... Vanta. We heard rumors. Thought you were a myth.”

“I was,” Malik said quietly. “Now I’m something else.”

He stepped forward, the blackness of his cloak swallowing the floor beneath him.

“I need intel. Reactor schematics. Entropy spill locations. Movement logs for Lumen solar units.”

The man hesitated. “That’ll stir attention. Even down here.”

“Good,” Malik said.

He reached into his belt and placed a shard of cracked Lumen armor on the table — glimmering with residual energy.

“It’s already begun.”

Aboveground, another solar tower blinked on, casting a fresh arc of synthetic light over a newly “cleansed” district.

Below, the true pulse of Nocturne beat quietly in the dark.

And Vanta had returned to feed it.

The man behind the table—Glinch, an entropy-smith Malik had trusted years ago—eyed the Lumen shard with a mixture of fear and reverence.

“Where did you get this?” he asked.

Malik didn’t answer.

He didn’t need to.

The shard still pulsed faintly with anti-entropy fracture lines—evidence of a forced shutdown, probably a Lumen drone struck mid-flight and folded into Malik’s null field. Proof of engagement. Proof of survival.

“You’re serious, then,” Glinch muttered. “You're not just passing through.”

“No,” Malik said. “This time I’m staying.”

Glinch nodded slowly, then reached under the table and pulled out a cracked holopad. After a few taps and retinal overrides, the pad flickered to life, revealing a pulsing wireframe of Nocturne.

Three areas blinked red. One pulsed black.

“This,” Glinch said, tapping the black zone, “is where the entropy echo you’re asking about last showed up. We thought it was background noise. Reactor drift. But now...”

He glanced up.

“It’s moving.”

Malik took the pad. He recognized the coordinates immediately.

Sector Trine. The old Lumen R&D spire.

Abandoned after the collapse. Officially decommissioned.

But now—

Now it bled entropy.

“That spire was sealed,” Malik said. “No infrastructure access. No bleed corridors. How is it still active?”

“Don’t know,” Glinch muttered. “But whatever’s in there... it’s reacting to your field. You reappeared, and this thing started to wake up.”

Malik’s jaw tightened.

He had thought he was the anomaly.

But now, he realized—he might have just been the prototype.

Something else had awakened in the shadow of Blackwell.

Something not bound by flesh.

The lights of the Blackout Market dimmed for a moment—routine power shift. But Malik noticed it.

It wasn't a system hiccup.

It was a heartbeat.

Same rhythm as before. Four short. Three long. Two short.

Only this time, it wasn't digital.

It was in the walls.

In the air.

His entropy field pulsed in sync without his command. He could feel it now. A presence. Subterranean. Ascending.

Something old. Something that remembered him.

Or what he used to be.

He turned to Glinch. “I need a clean relay line. Analog. No uplinks.”

Glinch looked confused. “To who?”

“To no one,” Malik said. “To nothing. I just want to listen.”

He moved back toward the Market’s edge, shadows draping over him like a second skin. The weight in the air shifted, pressure building behind his thoughts like static before a storm.

He’d come here to reconnect with the city.

But the city was already listening.

And in its pulse...

...something was breathing back.

Malik sat cross-legged in the farthest recess of the Market’s underdeck, the lights behind him flickering into standby. Alone now, shrouded in engineered dark, he placed the holopad flat on the metal floor and let his hands rest palm-down beside it.

He slowed his breathing.
Let the hum of the city slip beneath his skin.
Opened himself to the void that had made him.
The rhythm returned almost immediately.

four.
three.
two.
pause.
Not sound. Not signal. But pressure.
Resonating through circuitry. Through concrete
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