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Prologue: The Blackwood Incident

July 2063

 

We descended from heaven on wings of amber and gold to deliver justice, swiftly and without mercy.

The world of Charleston was a storm of blue and red light, the inky black of night banished by the glare of emergency vehicles, the moon and stars obscured by a heavy pall of choking ash and smoke. The normally quiet town was a riot of screams and sirens.

From the moment we landed the mortals surrounded us, eyes wide and mouths agape, trembling hands reaching out to touch and feel, quickly pulling back, marveling that we were real.

We did our best to endure their stares and petty questions. Michael, our leader, stood head and shoulders above them looking down kindly at those encircling him, his deep-set eyes full of warmth, his brilliant smile putting everyone at ease. They parted for us, grateful we had come to save them.

“Bobby, can we do this in time? How many soldiers? Parishioners?” asked Michael, gently pushing his way through the crowd of onlookers.

Slowing his pace, Bobby opened his senses to the goings-on in the burning building. He could feel every soul trapped in the complex, know if they were a man or woman, living or dead. He could distinguish each defiant soldier from each frightened child as easily as he could his hand from his foot. It was a strange ability, beginning not long after his change—subtle at first, like knowing who was about to enter a room, or knowing who was on the other end of a call before picking up. Distance never seemed to matter. It grew stronger with time, almost to the point of madness. As it progressed, he could soon tell where everyone in a building was, if someone had a bum knee or was coming down with a cold. It had taken many painful months, but he learned to control it, to block out all the noise. Better still, he could focus, know exactly where every soul was in the burning building. “It’s like they said: Sunday mass at the biggest church in the country. Just over fifty thousand souls present, a handful of soldiers, more dead than I can count,” he finished with a whisper.

Giving him a thankful pat on the shoulder, Michael resumed his slow pace through the masses, lumbering towards the legion of rescuers gathered in the foreground of the burning stadium, a bickering mess of police, firemen, and a defiant army major from Fort Charleston all pounding their chests, each man sure they had the means to solve this crisis while in the same breath assigning blame for the failures that brought them here. By the time they arrived at the command center things had reached a boiling point, a shouting match between the three men and the army major having erupted, promising to turn violent in a heartbeat, the safety of the souls in danger forgotten in place of ego.

“Enough!” shouted Michael, elbowing his way between the arguing men, easily casting them aside like small children. “I have been ordered by the state to take command here.”

The three men, who a moment before had been at one another’s throats, saw a threat to their authority and immediately put their differences aside, banding together to challenge the man who was to replace them.

Michael stood in the center of them, waiting. The police chief spoke first, a tired-looking dark-skinned man whose thinning hair and paunchy belly told the story of too much time behind a desk. Bobby could feel his weariness, his old heart sluggishly pumping, the result of multiple heart attacks and too many cigarettes. The chief grimaced as he took a swig from the coffee in his hand. “What is this, Halloween? We ain’t got no candy for ya. Get yer ass outta here, boy, how the hell did you kids get past the line anyway?” he said, giving them a withering look.

Not saying a word, Michael reached into one of the many pockets in his long crimson coat, the gold cross on his chest and down his sleeves reflecting purple in the emergency lights. Removing several small tablets from the breast pocket, he handed orders to each of the men in turn, then crossed his long arms against this thin chest, waiting. Bobby watched their defiance fade away as they read, each of them visibly paling the longer they read. When they were done, there were slow nods and mumbled apologies. The fire marshal, a big man, wide and solid, who had looked only moments ago ready to pummel everyone around him with his meaty fists, looked away, shoving his hands into his coat.

Finally Michael stood face to face with the major from Fort Charleston arms crossed and simply waiting. Watching the two of them, Bobby could see the poor man was at his wits’ end, his eyes red rimmed, his whole body like a frayed rope about snap from overuse.

“I don’t care who you are,” said the major, suddenly breaking, the hysteria growing with each word. “Those are my men in there and they are simply asking for their due. They have families to take care of, responsibilities. They served with distinction and honor—they deserve better than this!”

Bobby saw the major’s eyes narrow as Michael put his hands on the man’s shoulders, gently removing the golden oak leaves pinned there. The major’s face suddenly went pale as Michael crushed the leaves in his hands before letting the small pieces of tin fall to the floor. “They’re not your men anymore. More importantly, after the vile acts committed today, they’re not even soldiers anymore. You are relieved, sir.”

Bobby wrinkled his nose, frowning as the former major fell to the floor scrambling after the worthless pieces of tin, wondering how such a man could have risen so high.

Turning to face the remaining two men, Michael began, “These are my people, and if they give you an order, I expect it to be followed as if I gave it myself.” He began waving a hand towards them. “Elizabeth, my second in command, will be running things out here. Myself, Andrew, and Bobby will breach the church in the next few minutes. There will be casualties, so civilians will need immediate medical support once we give the all-clear. I expect full cooperation from everyone—understood?”

The police chief shrugged, handing the orders back to Michael, his lips twisting into a smirk. “Andrew, Bobby, Betty-fuckin’-Sue,” he said, followed by a short bark of a laugh. “Shouldn’t you people have some fancy names to go along with your ridiculous costumes?”

Bobby smiled at the mockery. Their commanding officer was old enough to remember the golden age of comics from generations gone by and had given them code names to be used with the public, silly things they quickly discarded and only relevant on a computer screen somewhere. Michael was supposed to be ‘Lightstar’; Elizabeth was called ‘Stormrage’; Andrew, ‘Vortex’; and, lastly, they had assigned Bobby the most uninspiring name of them all, ‘Vision.’ As a group, they had all decided to ignore him, their frowns and hand-wringing enough to put the matter to rest.

A shouting match between the police chief and Michael brought Bobby’s attention back to the present. The small dark-skinned man was wagging his finger at the lot of them, his nasally tone beyond condescending. “How in Sam Hill are you four going to stop highly trained, fully armed, decorated Army servicemen? That whole place is wired to blow and the man in charge in there says he has enough explosives to take down the whole building. You clowns are going to get people killed.”

Listening to the old policeman’s harsh tone, a line formed in the center of Bobby’s forehead as his eyebrows drew together, and as he brushed a hand across the stubble on his face, he fought the urge to crush the old policeman’s weak heart for his attitude.

For the first time in his young life, he took pride in how he looked. The red and gold uniforms were a thing of beauty: form-fitting crimson coats, red with gold epaulets at the shoulder; golden crosses over their hearts; a wide black belt at the waist; pants straight-legged and finishing into knee-high black leather boots. The look was regal, professional.

“People have already died, sir, more than you would care to admit to the press. We’re just here to clean up your mess,” said Michael, shrugging off the police chief’s insults. Taking a step back, he raised his hands and a storm of amber light suddenly appeared, cascading over his body in a halo so bright it muted the blue and red strobing from the emergency vehicles. The light moved like a living thing, suddenly taking the shape of wings on his back wider than a man was tall. “Tell their leader we are sending in a negotiator, and that he will be alone. We will try to keep casualties to a minimum,” said Michael, looking skyward. “Bobby says there are more than a dozen soldiers on the roof. Liz, I need you to get up there, put out the fires, kill their electricity, and remove those soldiers from play.”

The police chief sputtered in disbelief, shaking his head back and forth. “How the hell are you clowns gonna—”

“Easily done, Michael,” said the Asian woman at his side, acknowledging orders with a slight bow of her head. Before anything further could be said, she extended her arms upwards, a look of divine wonder flickering across her features, thin lips turned up in a secret smile. Bobby could feel it before it actually happened, a drop in pressure, the wind suddenly stilling. Then without warning they were knocked back by a jet of hot air that hurled her skyward faster than he could blink. As she vanished into the night sky, Bobby could see flashes of lightning in her wake, chasing her across the dark clouds, the night suddenly turned to day as thunder echoed from the heavens. They held their breath as dozens of lightning strikes suddenly kissed the roof of the building, covering the roof in a cascading shower of sparks and overloading the transformer on the side of the building, casting the entire area into darkness. Then the heavens opened and a deluge of rain, fat and heavy, pummeled them, drowning the flames.

Blinking away the afterimage of the sudden storm, Bobby flinched as Michael’s amber glow spread out to encompass Andrew and himself, flickering wings of golden energy emerging on each of their backs, lifting them gracefully above the awestruck crowd. They hung there for a moment, burning amber wings spreading wide, taking them higher and higher before surging off to save those who could be saved, leaving a trail of light in their wake.


***




Blackwood Church was once a stadium for the South Carolina Panthers until they had moved out of state and had retained much of the original layout, a large oval ring of main and upper deck surrounding a gridiron. The church had converted center field into the main stage, encompassed by floor seating for those wealthy enough to pay for the main floor, the outer ring having changed very little from the original stadium, with only a touch of padding and a place for prayer books indicating that it was a house of worship. From outside, Bobby had sensed that the commanding officer had forced most of the hostages onto the stage and field, placing soldiers evenly spaced around the oval to control entry and exits.

Cutting through a maintenance hatch near the roof, they descended into the darkened arena, touching down silently on a suspended walkway high above that granted them an unencumbered view of the entire area. What they could see was mostly dark, with small pools of emergency lighting scattered across the arena. On the main stage they had gathered the high-profile hostages, the leader of the ministry along with his wife and children. Even from this height Bobby could see the commanding officer pacing, railing at the minister and his family, pointing to a collapsed portion of the stadium west of the stage where his men were frantically digging through the rubble. He could sense bodies trapped in small pockets of the fallen church, men, women, and children whose only crime was standing in the wrong place.

Drawing his team’s attention with a raised finger, Michael spoke in a harsh whisper, “Bobby, what do we got?”

“As far as I can tell, four entrances on the sides of the oval each manned by a pair of soldiers, six on stage, and I count twenty more doing crowd control on the main floor.”

“Alright, we need to incapacitate everyone on the upper level. I need the two of you to do that, understood?”

“What are you going to do?” asked Andrew, leaning over the railing to get a better view.

“I’m going to try to talk to that idiot,” said Michael, glaring at the soldiers on the stage, “make him see reason. In any case, we can assume that the Colonel has some sort of switch for the explosives, so we need to work fast. You two use darkness and noise from the digging to cover your movements.”

Giving the other two men a brief nod, Bobby removed a leather-wrapped baton about the length his forearm from his long coat. Walking to the end of the suspended walkway, he leapt, effortlessly careening two stories down to one of the tunnel openings, landing with cat-like grace in front a pair of surprised soldiers whose eyes went wide seeing him appear from the darkness. Before either man could blink his hand shot out, his baton piercing the exposed windpipe of the soldier on his left with a hollow crack, covering his hand in warm blood. A heartbeat later he spun on the ball of his foot, his boot heel striking the other soldier in a blinding roundhouse kick to the side of his temple, driving the hapless soldier headfirst into the nearby concrete divider, knocking him senseless. Giving no quarter, Bobby planted his booted foot on the fallen man’s throat, twisting hard before sprinting onward to the next pair farther down the path.

As he ran, he could see Michael descend from the rafters, amber wings aflame, casting shadows on the gathered congregation. “Colonel Wilcott,” he boomed, hanging in midair, “by the United States Code, title 10, section 892, article 92, you are relieved of duty and are under arrest for dereliction of duty. I have orders to terminate if you and your men do not come peacefully.”

Not waiting to see the colonel’s reaction, Bobby extended the length of the baton until it was taller than himself. Coiling like a spring, he vaulted high above into the darkness, aiming for another pair of heavily armored men who had focused on the drama on the floor below. Descending from his great leap, he pummeled the unsuspecting soldier with a double-legged kick to his sternum, blasting the air from his lungs and knocking him deep into the entryway tunnel behind him. The man beside him wasted no time, bringing up his forearms like a boxer to protect his face and neck. Anticipating Bobby’s next strike, the soldier skillfully dodged right to avoid the brunt of the incoming blow, transitioning into a spinning kick that knocked Bobby from his feet.

Bobby fell hard to his back, winded and momentarily put on the defensive as his opponent was suddenly on top of him, pinning him down. He had no time to think, only to respond with pure instinct, warding off blow after blow before crossing his forearms like an X just in time to ward off an incoming knife aimed directly for his heart. While he was stronger, he still struggled to throw off his attacker who, seeing his attack had failed, suddenly rolled backward and un-holstered his Beretta in a single smooth motion, ready to fire, only to find that Bobby had been faster, locking the other man’s arm in a grip that forced him to drop the weapon before elbowing him directly between the eyes, knocking him unconscious.

With two more dispatched, he continued on, engrossed in the confrontation on the stage. From his vantage point, he could see Colonel Wilcott, both thumbs hooked into his tactical vest, undeterred. “I don’t know who you are, son,” the colonel began, “and I don’t really give a shit. We have enough plastic explosives in this church to collapse the entire thing, so I’ll give you a minute to forget this bad idea and get the hell out of here before you get these God-fearing people killed.”

“You’d kill all of these people over money,” said Michael, stalling for time. His wings vanished as he spoke, replaced by a stadium-sized shield that covered most of the congregation clustered together on the gridiron.

Slowing for a moment, Bobby could sense something was different about the pair at the next entrance. From their movements he could tell they were anticipating an attack, separating in an attempt to flank him. Unlike them, he didn’t have to guess; he knew exactly where they were. Twisting his baton, he pulled off the tip, releasing the monofilament whip coiled inside. Bobby didn’t like the weapon—it was difficult to use, and one of the few things that could hurt him—but time was of the essence, so the risk would have to be taken. With a practiced ease he flicked the weighted tip of the weapon, slicing into the soldier who had moved to the upper level, causing him to fall to his knees gripping his throat and clawing for breath. Retracting the invisible line with the push of a button, he attacked with the whip once again, close enough to sever the man’s head from his neck, a fountain of blood gushing from his headless corpse.

His attacks had only taken the barest of heartbeats, lost moments between frames in time. The Colonel’s hysterical laughter brought his attention back to the stage. “Kill for money, you mean like I’ve been doing in these shithole countries for the last four years?”

“You’ve been protecting the homeland,” said Michael, raising his chin.

Colonel Wilcott’s face suddenly twisted to an angry shade of red, and in a fury he brought down his hand on the podium beside him, shattering the cherry-colored wood into a thousand splinters. “I’ve been protecting corporate interests, pipelines and oil fields, not the damn homeland.”

Bobby sprinted off once again, his heart racing, as he could sense one of the soldiers on this side of the arena taking aim at Michael with a weapon he recognized from his training. Even from a distance he could make out the long-barreled rifle that sat comfortably on its folding bipod, its spiked feet digging into the concrete, its rail system and muzzle brake clearly identifying the weapon as a Barrett M107 sniper rifle. While most small arms lacked the power to penetrate their skin, they had been warned that the .50 caliber weapon was deadly, even to them. Not slowing for an instant, he arrived moments before a shot, leaping the last few feet and striking the sniper with a knee lift, knocking him away from the rifle with enough force to send him sprawling along the floor, eyes rolled back into his head.

“I’ve seen your file, Colonel. You’re better than this, hurting innocents…” he heard Michael say as he finished off the sniper. Michael was standing in midair on the shield he had created, not far from the main stage.

“If you’re at this long enough, you find out that no one is innocent,” said Colonel Wilcott, shaking his head. “We’ve been deployed constantly in the last few years, not seeing our families, no time off, we have to furlough in place...you know what that means...it means you sit around wherever your goddamn assignment is pulling your pud! Then one day I get a call from my wife, she says she’s been trying to reach me for months now and the army’s been giving her the runaround, she tells me there’s an eviction notice on the door and we got twenty-four hours to move!”

“Colonel, I sym—” started Michael, palms out, trying to calm the situation.

“They fucking stopped paying us our combat pay while we were deployed!” screamed Wilcott, pulling a device out of his tac vest that looked like a trigger of some kind. “Not enough for the mortgage, credit cards weren’t being paid, all while we were all stuck in some shithole in Pakistan protecting a pipeline!”

“I’m sure it was a mistake, sir,” stammered Michael, his eyes widening as the colonel flipped the cap open on the trigger in his hand, revealing a flashing red light on its tip.

Focusing his attention on what was happening on the stage, Bobby was caught off-guard, having only a heartbeat to react, instinctively rolling to his left and coming around to face his attacker just as a blade whizzed by his ear, cleanly slicing through the concrete wall he had been leaning against like cardboard. Somehow he had missed the marine who stood facing him, serrated blades as long as his forearms held deftly in each of his meaty hands, each in a reverse grip. The bearded soldier was twice as wide as he was, watching him through dark hooded eyes that never blinked. He came on quickly, slashing left then right, knives flashing silver in the dark, before spinning on his heel, attacking low with one hand and high with the other. Desperate to avoid the blades, Bobby danced backward, blocking an incoming strike with his forearm, surprised as the weapon sliced deep, shredding his sleeve and spilling blood on the matching leather.

Seeing his reaction, the marine stepped back, giving Bobby a tight-lipped smile, mocking him with his bloody knife. “Monomolecular steel, you like?”

Reeling back, he clutched his forearm, wincing in pain. “You’ll pay for that. Ten times over, I promise you,” he said, facing the man with his good side, his baton held in front of him as though fighting with a rapier. With a flick of his wrist he uncoiled the whip, pressing forward and spinning the weapon in figure eights in front of him.

The soldier fell in to a combat stance with one foot forward, the other back, one knife held in front and the other hidden behind him. Waiting.

Switching to an offensive posture, Bobby flicked his wrist in rapid succession, sending the mono-whip out in tight short attacks, to only catch air as the marine easily dodged each strike, responding in kind with a series of spinning counterstrikes and parries that forced him back on his heels.

It continued on like this for a few moments, short probing strikes by each of them followed by rapid retreats, neither gaining ground. Bobby stepped back on his heel, bracing to leap over his opponent and strike from above when the marine, seeing an opening, charged forward, the lumbering bear of a man quicker than he should have been, losing a weapon to knock the filament wide for an instant, suddenly ducking past Bobby’s guard. The marine used his trailing blade to strike with deadly precision, slicing the tendon between Bobby’s forearm and bicep, causing him to drop the mono-whip from his now-useless hand, then quickly shouldering him back and returning to his defensive crouch with a smile.

Bobby could feel warm blood flowing down his near-useless arms, doubt surging. He was stronger than this man, faster; this should have been over before it even began. He could feel his face flush a deep red with anger. Down below, he could still make out traces of debate between Michael and Wilcott.

“By the time most of us came home, we’d lost everything. The government said it would be fixed—that was eighteen months ago, and we’re still waiting,” he heard Wilcott say, his eyes never leaving the soldier in front of him.

Wanting this to be over quickly, Bobby changed tactics, striking out with a series of bone-shattering sidekicks going from low to high, only to have the man in front of him once again anticipate each strike, casually dodging each blow before ducking under the last kick and brutally slicing into Bobby’s hamstring. His breath fled his lungs and he folded to the ground like a puppet whose strings had been cut.

He barely had time to blink before the marine was on top of him, expertly slashing at the tendons in his shoulders like a master butcher, leaving him bloody and broken, barely able to move.

The bear of a man straddling him leaned forward, dragging the flat of his blade along Bobby’s jaw. “You had me worried for a second there. You may be strong and fast, but you’re about as wet behind the ears as a grunt who just finished boot camp.”

“Just finish it,” said Bobby, glaring at the bloodied blade, rage spewing from his unblinking eyes.

“No, no, I don’t think so, boy. You just killed seven of my brothers, men I bled for, men I loved. I’m gonna take my time...besides, your boss and mine are in the middle of a talk, and I’m sure you don’t wanna miss it.” The marine dropped forward, shoving his forearm onto Bobby’s windpipe and pressing with all his weight.

His toughened skin made it difficult for the marine to choke him, but the man was brutally strong. Already he was becoming lightheaded, the conversation between Michael and the colonel sounding distant as consciousness fled.

“Then we hear about this fucker here, Pastor Warren of the Blackwood Church, one of the richest men in America and he doesn’t pay a cent in taxes. Men like him fuck the system and are rewarded for it. Me and my men, they thank us for our service then make us take it in the ass.”

Bobby could see spots in the corner of his vision now, his head spinning from lack of oxygen. Above him, the marine grinned, face flushed red from the strain, the veins on the side of his neck bulging.

Bobby could hear the hesitation in Michael’s voice, feel his heart beating quickly as he tried to calm the colonel. “You have to trust the system. Men like Warren earned every penny.”

“Don’t fucking patronize me, son,” said the Colonel, his voice raw. “That fucker lied and cheated his way to success—we’ve all heard the stories. So don’t bullshit me on how honest Blackwood is. He deserves a bullet.”

“They’ll never forgive this,” pleaded Michael. “They won’t just blame you. Every soldier in the country will pay for what you do here today.”

“Doesn’t matter. I was a good soldier my whole life, and this is what it got me. This system is so broken there’s nothing to do but tear it all down, make something new, so I think I’d rather see these bastards pay. I’m done following the rules.”

In the distance, Bobby heard an echoing shot. Everything sounded far away now, the voices in the church a distant murmur, the marine sweating over him little more than a shadow. He closed his eyes, wanting to rest for a moment, forever rest. He began to drift to nothingness, sight, sound, little more than echoes in the distance, even the arm pressing against his throat, threatening to take his life. In his last moment he stopped holding back, opening himself to every living soul in the church, feeling every ounce of gut-wrenching fear, heart-pounding anxiety, and anger, anger most of all. From the soldiers to the parishioners, engulfed in a firestorm of rage. He reached out, not sure how, and drank in all the pain and suffering. Like a man dying of thirst having his first taste of cool water, he sucked in every shred of hate and fear, and he was stronger suddenly, able to tear down the entire stadium, hold the weight of the world on his shoulders like Atlas. The feeling lasted only a heartbeat; once it passed he clawed and scraped his way out of the pit he had fallen into, back to the light, back to life.

He came awake with a start, his breathing loud in his ears as he sucked in a lungful of cool air, his heart racing so fast it threatened to explode from his chest. He looked down at himself in confusion, flexing his arms and legs without pain, dried blood on his uniform the only sign that he had been hurt. He turned his head, trying to get his bearings, and found the sunken husk of a corpse that was the soldier who tried to kill him, looking like an ancient mummy, its vacant stare and yellow-toothed grin sending him scrambling away.

Hearing muttering in the distance, Bobby rose gracefully to his feet, never feeling more alive. Looking out over the arena, he was greeted with a sea of blackened bodies, looking years dead like the marine at his feet, faces forever locked in grimaces of pain and suffering, every civilian, every soldier, a chill running through his body as he counted the dead, wondering…

Shaking off his stupor, Bobby saw Pastor Warren center stage, gazing out over his dead flock, his face contorted, a stream of profanity dripping from his lips. Not far away he could see Michael on his back, unmoving, looking like he was simply unconscious. Beside Michael was what Bobby assumed to be the body of Colonel Wilcott, blood still pooling beneath his still form.

He was about to call out to the pastor when a sickly green glow erupted from the man’s palm. Even from the distance, Bobby could see he held some sort of jagged crystal no larger than the length of his thumb. He watched curiously as the pastor raised it above his head, inspecting it with a tight-lipped smile, the crystal’s strange glow making him appear pale and waxen. Appearing satisfied, he walked toward Michael, kneeling at his side. Bobby had a sense of dread when he pulled back the high collar on Michael’s uniform, gently placing the crystal on his neck. Just then, a pulse went through the arena, so bright Bobby had to turn away, the afterimage burning into his retina. When he looked back, he blanched, not understanding what he was seeing. Like a field of green, he could see crystals glowing on every emaciated corpse, even through clothing, flashing like some strange chorus.

Then, just as quickly as it had appeared, the light winked out...and Michael sat up, his dark eyes blinking in confusion, before locking eyes with the pastor, a look of understanding passing between the two. Not wanting to be seen, Bobby kneeled against the concrete wall, burying his head in his hands, not sure if he could believe his own eyes. That’s when he felt it—or didn’t feel it. Outside, he could sense the milling crowds, all the people, their worries, the joy of a mother who had lost her young son in the crowd now having found him, but in the church he was alone. He couldn’t sense Pastor Warren, and what was worse, he couldn’t sense Michael.


Chapter 1: Cherry Hill

July 2075

 

Arthur opened his door to find a stranger in crimson glaring at him.

He had never seen anyone like him in Cherry Hill, tall and gaunt, with thin white-blond hair and pockmarked skin that looked like it was made of paper.

What struck him most was the man’s uniform. A high-collared red coat flaring just past his waist, neatly secured by a thick black belt, a single golden cross emblazoned over the heart, and inky-black pants, tight at the thigh, trailing into black leather boots that ended just below the knee.

Arthur shivered despite the hot, stale July air wafting into the apartment. The pale-eyed man’s glare made his heart pound so hard he thought it would erupt from his small chest, his every instinct screaming for him to run. He was about to when the sound of shattering glass brought reality crashing back. He turned to see his father, hands empty, his familiar whiskey bottle broken and bleeding amber liquid into the cracks between the floor tiles, the Canadian Club label clinging haphazardly to the remains. His father’s lip began to tremble, heavy brow narrowing as he mumbled to himself, trying to blink away the fog of drink. Arthur caught his father’s eye for a moment, hoping that he would save the day, drive the strange man away, only to be disappointed as he shuffled around with his eyes downcast, fumbling with his red-and-black flannel shirt to cover his overlarge gut. His father’s paunchy body and liquor-addled brain were long past heroics, his pudgy face with dark circles under the eyes screaming of defeat, not bravery. Arthur frowned, bowing his head as his father shuffled around unsure.

Arthur felt himself suddenly pushed aside lightly by hands that were too soft, the man in crimson gliding in silently and closing the door, performing the strange trick of looking everywhere at once while keeping his blue-eyed gaze firmly on him.

With the man in red looming, their basement apartment felt claustrophobic. The small space had originally been the furnace room, and the odor of rancid heating oil was a constant reminder of what served as home. The furnishings were little more than things they had found on the street: garbage even the homeless didn’t want. An old sofa, the color of dirt, hugged the far wall; there his mother lay still, her arm tied off, a needle stained with traces of blood haphazardly thrown onto the slab of plastic and old paint cans that served as their table. She lay alone and forgotten, her eyes dull and empty, an unlit cigarette hanging from her lips. Her skin, once caramel like his own, was now ashen and gray. Her tank top was stained with sweat, and her jeans hung loosely from her shapeless hips. Arthur didn’t like her very much. She had always been cold and distant, even to his father, caring more about filling her veins than anything else. He had learned a long time ago to avoid her if he could.

The highlight of the room was the holo-projector floating at the front, a single orb of silver connected to four copper pillars standing from floor to ceiling and coated in tiny lenses that allowed projection of perfect holographic images. When they had electricity, and there wasn’t some boring story about the war on, they could watch the latest films from the holo-net or even turn their tiny apartment into exotic locations, filled with sun and sand. Arthur took great pride in it; he had repaired it himself after scavenging it from the local holo-plex a few days after it had shut down last year. His father had told him it was a waste of time, trying to fix something broken beyond repair, but Arthur had managed to improvise parts—make it better, in fact. He was good at turning junk into treasure, something he had inherited from his grandfather. His father had been so proud he had enrolled him into the education lottery, and if he was lucky he would have the chance to attend school a few counties over.

“I’m Major Bishop O’Connell, United States Special Forces, Divinity Corps,” said the man in crimson, his raspy voice snapping Arthur from his musings. “You, Arthur Iscariot, as of 18:05 today, being a minor, are now a ward of the United States Government...and will be leaving with me.”

Arthur felt his body go numb at the major’s words. Stumbling in confusion, he bumped into his father behind him, a sense of relief washing over him knowing he was close. “We don’t owe you anything, O’Connell. You can’t just take him,” his father said with a slur, standing in the broken remnants of the bottle. Arthur could tell more of the drink had gone into his father than to the floor. “Besides, he’s just a kid. You have to be eighteen to get drafted.”

The man in crimson shook his head, his thin lips turning to a frown. “We are at war. Two weeks ago, President Warren signed the Sullivan/Cortez Act, granting the office of the selective service system power to draft any able-bodied American in the system. You enrolled Arthur in the education lottery, did you not? That means he more than qualifies. Besides, his birth records indicate that he is...gifted, and that makes him an ideal candidate to protect our nation.”

Arthur felt his father stiffen behind him. He looked up to see him rubbing the heel of his palm against his forehead, trying to make sense of it all. He stopped abruptly, eyes narrowing as he looked the major up and down. Suddenly pushing Arthur aside, he puffed out his chest and balled his fists. “This ain’t happening; we’ve done enough for our country; we’re not doing any more—”

There was a sharp buzzing as the lights dimmed unexpectedly, followed by an ear-shattering snap before a rush of air forced Arthur to step back. An instant later his father flew across the room, bouncing off the old oil tank with a hollow thud and landing heavily on the concrete floor, his body a twisted mess, face contorted in pain as blood and mucus streamed from his ears and nose. Arthur looked back to see the major bishop’s eyes wide, his lip curled in indignation. “Keep your filthy hands away from me, John. You and your whore of a wife will be well-compensated for the boy. The government pays well for children like him; you of all people should know.”

The major bishop looked around the room, nostrils flaring. “Get your things, boy. I have had enough time wallowing in this mess.”

Arthur watched as his father rolled to his knees with a heavy groan, wiping away the blood from his nose with a sausage-like finger. “Dad?” he whispered, taking a step toward the big man, only to have him raise a trembling hand to stop him. Desperate, Arthur turned to his mother, his breath sharp and quick in his ear as the reality of what was happening set in. “Mom!”

Arthur had clung to a sliver of hope but wasn’t surprised when she turned away, burying her face deeper into the filthy couch. He felt like he had been slapped: vomit threatening to spill as his stomach churned. Looking back to the major bishop, he was not sure what to do. The way the man looked at him made him uneasy, like seeing maggots crawling on his skin. There was just something wrong about him. Gritting his teeth, Arthur reached down, grasping a piece of jagged glass from the shattered bottle and pressing it against his throat, raising his chin defiantly to the man in red. “I won’t go; I’ll cut myself first,” he said, digging the tip into his throat, a single red point blossoming on his skin. “I’ve seen it done lots of times.”

The major bishop said nothing, simply giving him a smile that made him cringe. When he spoke, his voice was calm and measured. “I was once just like you, Arthur. I had to choose between the safe life I knew or taking a chance on an unknown future. What I learned is that life is about recognizing opportunity, boy, knowing when to take that chance. What I am offering you will be difficult, most certainly, painful, and dangerous, but if you are what I think you are, you will have a better life, I promise you!”

Mesmerized by the major bishop’s words, Arthur gripped the shard of glass so tightly his palm began to bleed, doubt creeping into the back of his mind. “I’m scared. I don’t want to be, but I am,” he admitted, looking back and forth between his parents and the man who had come to take him away. “What will happen to me?”

“It is good to be afraid, Arthur. Fear gives you strength, focus. Only fools ignore fear,” said the major bishop, placing his arms behind his back. “I won’t lie to you; you have my word on that. As to what will happen...you will become more than human, Ascended. A living weapon who can change the course of our nation, if you are strong enough.”

Looking around the room, cracked and worn, the tiny cot in the corner he used for a bed, Arthur furrowed his brow. He understood how small his life was. Nothing he did here would ever make a difference. He could see it in his parents—he would become them one day, an alcoholic or junky. There was no hope in this place. People did what they could to get by, to enjoy the small joys they could get out of this life. Arthur didn’t feel special; he wanted nothing more than to be an ordinary boy, to do his best, to make a better life for himself. He didn’t want to go with this strange man who stood too close…

“No,” he whispered, pressing the glass deeper to his throat. “If I kill myself—if I’m dead—I won’t be of much use to you, will I?”

Arthur saw the man’s calm façade slip for an instant, replaced by a torrent of rage as a pistol suddenly appeared. Arthur ducked as a deafening gunshot echoed throughout the tiny apartment.

“You will come with me, Arthur, or the next shot will remove your father’s head!”

Horrified, Arthur turned to see his father on his knees gasping in pain, cradling his shoulder, warm blood flowing like water over his fingers as he tried to stem the bleeding.

Looking back and forth between the major bishop and his father, Arthur knew he’d lost. In a single moment, his life here was over. He let the shard drop to the floor, the sound of the glass breaking on the concrete seeming louder than the gunshot, echoing with finality. “Alright, don’t...please. I will come with you,” he said, blinking away tears.

“Brave and selfless—you are exactly what we need, son!’’ said the major bishop, returning the pistol to its holster.

“Will he be…alright?” asked his father, his breathing short, sweat pouring down his forehead.

“You need not worry. We will change what needs to be changed. You would not recognize him by the time we are done. He will be a better version of himself—the best possible version, I would say,” said the major bishop, unconsciously wiping his hands on his immaculate uniform.

“Now it is time to go, boy,” said the major bishop in a commanding voice. “Take a moment to say goodbye, but it’s best we do this quickly. Take a few small keepsakes if you like, but the rest will be provided for you.”

Arthur’s father struggled to his feet, blood running down his shoulder. He stumbled over and fell to his knees once again. With a terrible sadness emanating from him, he embraced his son in a bear of a hug. Arthur tried to absorb every part of the moment: his father’s smell, a mix of sweat and scotch, the rough feel of stubble against his cheek, the strength of the hands that held him tight. Arthur felt him shudder as tears came rolling down his round face. Arthur held it all in, not daring to give in to sadness, burying his fear and anger into a tiny hole deep in his heart. He would be brave. He was leaving his father, the only home he had ever known, for an uncertain future. If he let himself feel anything he would break down, and for the sake of his father he knew he had to be strong. Maybe one day he could come back...he hoped. Hope was all he had now.

He tore himself from his father’s embrace. They took a moment to look at one another, his father giving him a small kiss on the forehead. There was nothing to say; he knew he was loved and would be missed.

He took one last look at the place he called home. His mother had not stirred, and although he could see she was crying from telltale shudders in her shoulders, she would not look at him. Arthur didn’t care. She had always been strange, angry, mean, and abusive at the worst possible moments. She was a coward, and he would not miss her. Looking around the room, he wondered what to bring with him, only to realize that he had nothing. On the holo-net, people always had keepsakes and pictures, little portable memories to carry with them. He would have only memories. He told his father he loved him one last time and made his way out of the squat with the major bishop, the heavy echo of the door closing—final.

He was not surprised when he heard the muffled crash and screams of his father’s rage behind the door. He was tempted to go back, for an instant, but that place was no longer his home. It was strange how quickly he accepted it, but he knew this was the last he would see of this place. He took a deep breath and forced himself not to look back.

The night outside was dark and humid, the only light coming from the occasional barrel fire that dotted the street, the sickly rancid odor of soot and burning garbage filling his nostrils almost making him gag. The street was lined with makeshift shelters thrown together with old scraps of cloth and cardboard, and the occasional piece of rusted metal that those with means had long ago discarded. Cardboard condos, as they called them. Many families had no choice but to squat outside these days; most of the buildings in Cherry Hill were condemned. There had been one too many incidents of entire buildings collapsing with families inside. Cardboard couldn’t crush you while you slept.


***




The major bishop’s monstrosity of an SUV stood in stark contrast to the burnt-out ancient cars that occasionally lined the dismal street. It was far too clean compared to the filth and grime of Old Baltimore. It stood as a great reminder of the vast chasm between the haves and have-nots. As they walked out toward the truck, the smartly dressed soldier guarding the car jumped to attention, moving hurriedly to open the door while giving the major bishop a sharp salute.

“I want us at Dover Air Force Base in two hours, Sergeant,” he said without looking at the soldier, who nodded and vanished into the front of the SUV.

Entering the SUV’s dark interior, Arthur stammered in amazement. It was like nothing he had ever seen or felt. Lush deep leather covered every surface, highlighted with dark wood, and chrome accents glowed warmly even in the low light. Sinking into the seat, he couldn’t help but smile. He had never been so comfortable in his life. He settled himself on the bench facing the major bishop. He found the seating very odd, with the driver separated by a divider that the major bishop quickly raised for privacy. He was so comfortable that for a moment he almost forgot that his world had just been turned upside down, that he was leaving home with a complete stranger, and that he had no real idea what was going to happen to him.

“What will happen to me... I mean, really happen?” Arthur began thoughtfully. “What does it mean, I’m going to be a weapon? Am I going to die? Please tell me the truth.”

The major bishop looked at him for what seemed a long time, which made him uneasy. Finally, he nodded to himself as though he had come to a decision.

“I am many things, Arthur, but I do not count liar among them,” he began. “You are far wiser than your years would suggest. Most of the children I meet do not handle things as well as you have. They rarely see beyond the offer of escaping crushing poverty.”

The major bishop patted the seat beside him, motioning for Arthur to come over and sit. Arthur hesitated for a moment before struggling out of the too-plush seat and reluctantly plopping into the seat beside the major bishop while the vehicle suddenly lurched away. “Much of what I have to tell you is complicated and will take time to explain,” he said, reaching into a concealed compartment and handing him a cool plastic bottle filled with amber liquid. “Have something to drink, son, and I will tell you as much as I can.”

Arthur settled into the seat, opening the soda and taking a long pull of the cool liquid. It burned slightly as it ran down his throat, but it was sweet and refreshing.

“Wow, this is good,” said Arthur, turning the bottle over in his hands.

Seeing that Arthur was comfortable, the major bishop nodded to himself, smoothing his uniform before starting. “First I must tell you that I know what you are going through, and what you will go through. Remember that everything you do will be in service to your country, and we will all be very grateful for your service.”

He placed a comforting hand on Arthur’s shoulder, leaning in close. “The chances of getting hurt are very high, though far less so than in my day, and I survived. Even if everything goes perfectly, you could still die out in the field. I need you to be brave. Can you do that?”

“Yes,” said Arthur. He took another sip of the soda. It burned slightly again, giving him a warm feeling in his belly.

“Good. You possess a rare gene, Arthur, so rare that only one person in a hundred thousand has it,” said the major bishop. “We will be testing you to see how you react to the basics of the...procedure. We will learn how strong you can become.”

“Will it hurt?” he asked. He sighed and sank deeper into the soft leather seat, beginning to feel as though the major bishop’s voice was far away. The soda was so good; he felt so calm and relaxed. So warm.

“No, my son, there will be no pain,” he said, quietly running his hand lightly over Arthur’s thigh. “You will become a hero for the American people, someone to admire.”

“Here, have another sip of soda,” he said, taking the bottle from Arthur’s hands and raising it to the boy’s lips. “Is that good?” he asked, touching his cheek. Arthur noticed how soft his hands were.

“Yes,” Arthur replied. He was having trouble keeping his eyes open; he just wanted to curl up and go to sleep. “Why...what...are you doing…” Arthur mumbled as he felt a coolness, his shirt falling to the floor of the truck, the major bishop’s soft hands caressing him.

“I am simply helping you relax, Arthur. I am sure it has been a trying day, but this will help. As I told you, I will do my best to keep you safe. We are going to be very close you and I, and our closeness will be our secret that you tell no one, alright?”

Arthur had a brief moment of panic before letting out a deep soothing breath. He felt warm as the major bishop wrapped his arms around him.

“The silk feels good…” Arthur mumbled to himself. “Secret...secret safe with me, I’m a good boy... Everyone tells me so,” he said, finally drifting off into a deep, troubled sleep where he dreamed of silkworms wrapping him in husks of dark red silk.


Chapter 2: Ascension

Excerpt: GNN Article

President Warren held his first cabinet meeting this morning, introducing the nation to his newly formed Council of Cardinals. The president, eschewing the traditional roles of cabinet secretary to manage federal departments, said that the decision would reinforce the moral and ethical fiber of the nation.

The president and his Christian Democratic Party won sweeping majorities in Congress last November, gaining a majority in the house and an unprecedented seventy-five-seat majority in the Senate, granting him the ability to finally make much-needed changes to the constitution to “return America to its roots as a Christian nation.”

 

 

July 2075

 

Arthur woke to a greasy-haired man he had never met before looming over him, tightening thick leather straps over his arms and legs, the major bishop behind him, watching with a hawkish gaze. He wondered how he’d gotten here, having only vague flashes of the interior of a dark truck and red silk before opening his eyes to the small room that he found himself in, which was little more than the bed and some cabinets up against the far wall. Beyond the door he could see a much larger area, stark and white. Above him floated a medical holo of his vitals glowing in blue and red, sensor data dancing by faster than he could read, a sensor clipped uncomfortably to the side of his head. The place was cool and clinical, tiled in white, brighter than he was accustomed to, leaving him feeling exposed as he lay naked on the brushed-metal table. He tried wriggling his arms and feet, testing the leather that held him tightly in place, only to find that he could barely move.

“What’s all this? What’s happening? Are you a doctor?” he asked in a small voice, trying to sound polite while his heart raced. He pulled again, tugging hard at the straps.

“What? No, no, I’m not a doctor, my boy. I’m a Christian scientist,” said the greasy-haired man prodding him with a strange needle-nosed instrument. Arthur wrinkled his nose in disgust as the man tried to reassure him with a yellow-toothed smile. “I am here to help you let the holy spirit into your heart and to make all—”

“What Reverend Carmichael is saying,” said the major bishop, silencing the reverend with a look, “is that this is simply part of the process, Arthur. Everything will be fine, my child. Trust in the Lord.”

Reverend Carmichael bobbed his head in agreement, his yellow grin widening. “This is the first step of many, but you are a very gifted young man, so the risk will be minimal,” he said, reaching into a cabinet and retrieving a glass canister bigger than Arthur’s forearm, filled with a viscous, blue liquid that seemed to glow from the inside. Arthur began to shake, pulling harder on the leather straps, shuddering while the reverend opened the canister, releasing a tendril of blue liquid that snaked unprompted from the tube onto Arthur’s chest. The liquid was like ice, slowly creeping over his midsection and shoulders. “I don’t want to do this; I’m sorry, I know I said I wasn’t, but—”

The major bishop was immediately at his side, his voice a soothing whisper. Arthur recoiled from his touch, which felt like ice on his shoulder. “We discussed this, Arthur. You need to control emotions, your fear; focus it and use it to make yourself stronger.”

Arthur shook his head, squeezing his eyes shut. His nostrils filled with the putrid odor of rotting gums and rubbing alcohol from the reverend who hovered too close while applying a swab to his belly, preparing the entry point for the liquid. “I want my father, please. Let me at least make a call; he will want to know that I’m ok.”

“I called not too long ago,” said the major bishop, frowning, “to confirm that they had received the money. I asked if he had words for you, perhaps to wish you luck. He said it would be better if it was a good clean cut: easier for everyone I believe were his exact words.”

“Liar!” said Arthur, lifting his head and slamming it against the table. The straps were beginning to chafe his wrists and legs as he pulled and pushed, baring his teeth.

The major bishop’s frown deepened. Arthur never saw the blow coming—he was suddenly blinking away stars, the taste of blood in his mouth. When his head cleared, he found the man in crimson leaning over him, breathing heavily through flaring nostrils. “I am a man of God. I never lie boy. If you say such a thing ever again, I will not be so kind. Your parents did not want you; they let you go so easy. It would be best to forget them.”

Balling his fists, Arthur stared intently at the old man, hate-filled spittle running down his chin through clenched teeth, not believing a word. His father loved him; he didn’t have a choice but to let him go. What could he have done against someone like the major bishop anyway?

“Well, if that’s all done, we need to get to the business at hand,” said Reverend Carmichael, interrupting. “This might sting a bit, young man, but rest assured it will be for only a few moments. Are you ready?”

Arthur pulled against the straps with every ounce of strength he had, a low guttural scream escaping his throat, straining like a collared animal on a chain, pulling at the straps until blood was flowing freely from his wrists, and exhaustion overcame him.

The major bishop watched in detached silence, his arms folded in his crimson robes. “Exactly why didn’t you use a restraining field, Carmichael? Are you an idiot of some kind?”

Opening the container and placing it on the bench beside the table, Carmichael simply gave him a guilty shrug, the smile on his face never wavering as he watched Arthur struggle.

With a sigh, the major bishop took Arthur’s hand. “Listen to me, boy. I told you this will hurt, but I will be there when you wake up. I promise everything will be well, and if you remain calm and let the reverend here do his job, you are about to receive the holiest of communions. The blood of Christ will flow like a river inside you. Now hold on to my hand, and I will see if your parents will take your call when it’s over. Do we understand each other?”

Arthur nodded, not having a choice, grateful to have someone with him while hating the pale man who had stolen him from his life. Then, with the touch of a button at the base of the container, the viscous liquid came to life, rising like a serpent mesmerized by a snake charmer’s song. He screamed as the blue liquid snapped forward, tearing open a hole in his belly before plunging like a hungry predator after his innards. Arthur screamed then, wailed until every drop of air in his lungs was gone from his small body, screamed until his voice fled, the major bishop’s skeletal hand in his was the last thing he felt before the world went dark.


Chapter 3: New York — Bright Lights, Big City

Project Divinity Interview — Subject: Rowen Macdonald

“Not too many girls in the service these days,” said the oversized captain, scraping away beneath his fingernails with a paperclip, not bothering to look at her. “Most of ’em with any sense stay home, do their duty and raise little ones, take care of their husband, just as the Lord intended.”

Rowen gritted her teeth, desperately fighting the urge to roll her eyes at the sad excuse for a soldier lounging in front of her.

“My momma did that, bless her heart, raised six of us, raised us right too!” he said proudly, puffing out his chest, pounding a meaty paw on his desk. “Pushed us out, made sure we were fed and clothed, and despite it all she knew her place.”

Clearly she overfed you, Rowen thought, frowning in disgust at the captain’s massive gut and swinging jowls. His hands were smooth and soft, clearly not having touched a weapon past basic.

Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to calm, locking her hands behind her back to prevent her from leaping over the desk and pounding his fat face. This bloated pig of an officer was meant to evaluate her potential for entering the program. After what they had been through, it was important, so she would, for once in her life, control her anger and not kill a man who clearly deserved it. “Well, sir, we all serve this nation with the gifts God gave us. I am a soldier, sir, a damn good one. It’s the only thing I’ve ever wanted to do with my life. I just want to serve my country.”

“I can’t argue with that to look at you,” he said, finally looking up at her. “What the hell did you do to your face, girl? Shit, lookin’ like that you’re better off fighting than fucking, right! Any man who would have to wake up to that, well...at least you won’t be getting married anytime soon, right?”

Rowen unconsciously raised a hand to her face, only to catch herself in time to shove them again behind her back. She knew what she looked like, her face a mess of scars over dark freckled skin, framed by a wild nest of red hair that she constantly fought with, forced into a ponytail. Her nose was wide and flat with lips too thick for anyone’s liking. Her green eyes flashed with fury as she stared down the captain who leaned back with a smug smile on his face, watching to see if his words had struck a blow. Seeing she didn’t take the bait, he cocked his head and sat up in his chair, which screamed against his bulk. “Alright, enough pussyfooting around, let’s get to it. I ain’t got all day to mess around here.”

“First off, how the hell does a fifteen-year-old get into the United States Army, and why the hell do you think you deserve to be part of our little operation here?”

“Cardinal Washington, sir, but it’s all in the file in front of you,” she began nervously.

“Washington’s a real cocksucker, ain’t he, but everything in there seems to be mostly horseshit to me,” he said, pushing the file away from him dismissively. “There’s no way any of what I read on the shitter this morning is true. I almost wiped my ass with it. I want to hear it from you—all of it—so let’s get to it.”

Steeling herself with a deep sigh, Rowen began her story.

 

 

August 2073

 

The day was too beautiful, the clear blue skies with only the occasional puffy white cloud feeling like an insult. The sweet smell of magnolias drifting on the summer breeze, her mother’s favorite, only upset her. Rain would have been better to hide her tears; God should at least have the courtesy to cry with her. She was comforted that she wasn’t alone. There was a deluge of tears from the gathering, waves of pain mixed with tears falling from red-rimmed eyes. Her mother had been loved. The funeral was an unusual sight. Her entire family was here, a strange mix of pale-skinned southerners and dark-skinned northerners: their differences, real or imagined, cast aside in their moment of grief.

The sobbing at her side shocked her the most. For her entire life he had been an unbreakable titan, but today her father wept like a broken man as they lowered the coffin, his formal navy blues soaked with sweat from the heat of the day, shuddering bodily with each ragged breath.

There was a sudden gasp from the onlookers as the titan fell to his knees, deep voice hoarse as he begged them to stop lowering the casket. The flag handed to him only moments ago spilling red white and blue on the green grass. Somber faces transformed into masks of horror and wide-eyed shock when he pried open the lid, revealing her mother’s beautiful features. The bio-suspension field and the mortician had worked their magic: her pale cheeks still had a touch of blush, her blazing red hair looked like it had just been styled, and she looked almost alive, sleeping perhaps, not two weeks gone from their lives. Her father kneeled at her side, tears streaming down his face, and kissed her mother gently before her brother, unable to bear any more, forced him roughly to his feet, whispering harsh words in his ear. She shared a look of disappointment with her brother. Her father had promised. He had failed, failed them all, and she couldn’t help in the moment but hate him for it.

Afterward she stood in line beside him, arm in arm, numb, trying to lend some comfort, failing miserably. Jonah, her brother, refused to stand with them, instead staring blankly at the jagged hole in the earth where his mother now lay. From the back he was built like their father, with narrow hips and broad shoulders, but his face was more like hers, with brilliant green eyes and angular features that made him look older than his eighteen years. People, friends, family often said he was the best version of her parents, inheriting all that was good from them, and she knew the same couldn’t be said for herself.

She spoke softly, thanking everyone as they passed along their condolences, tears still bright in many eyes. She was envious of them; they could go back to their normal day-to-day lives intact. Her mother was a respected officer who had spent her life in service to her country. She was too young, too brave for her own good, they said. Ever since she could remember, Rowen had wanted to be like her, like her father, standing up for those who couldn’t. She was still too young, but she—

A harsh voice, whispering too loudly, brought her back to reality. Rowen looked up to see a thick-waisted woman wagging a sausage-like finger in her father’s face. “Joshua, you should be ashamed of yourself, behavin’ the fool in front of people, embarrassing your wife like that in her final moments. That woman was too good for you!”

Her father let out a deep sigh, giving the woman a polite smile. “Rowen, this is my Auntie Glenda. I stayed at her place often growing up in Queens,” he said by way of introduction, clearly wanting to change the subject.

Glenda twisted her lips before looking to Rowen and giving her a simpering smile. “Pleasure to meet you, girl. Your father was always such an emotional boy, always carrying on about something. I tried to toughen him up when he was a child, but it looks like he didn’t learn his lessons well enough.” Although she had never met the woman, Rowen could see she meant to insult, throwing salt on an open wound, trying to build herself up while tearing him down.

“You’re right, my dad has a big heart,” she said, fighting the impulse to slap her wagging finger out of the air. “I guess that’s what makes him such a good soldier, why the men in his unit look up to him so much, trust him with their lives,” said Rowen.

The big woman frowned, not liking what she heard. Her father had told her that his side of the family disliked showing emotion, that a black man should be strong, not soft like white folks. They never liked him marrying her mother and liked the idea of his mixed children even less, but they had grown to love her with time, and mourned her loss harder than most.

Rowen was about to thank her and move along when a young woman attired in a tight-fitting dress squeezed in beside her. She was mesmerizing, with ebony skin and full pink lips that had the slightest sheen of lip gloss. Just looking at her full breasts made Rowen cross her arms, desperate to conceal her own shortcomings.

“Oh, hi, cuz. So sorry for your loss,” she said, trying to look somber and failing. She was too pretty to look sad. Rowen was taken aback. The woman in front of her was her cousin May, a girl barely older than her. It wasn’t that long ago that they were playing at being princesses or damsels in distress in the woods behind her house, stuffing their shirts with socks and pretending to be grown. When May gave her a warm smile and big hug, pressing breasts that were definitely not socks against her, Rowen couldn’t have felt more like a child, tears gathering in the corners of her eyes in self-pity.

May held her close a few seconds before pulling away, giving her a few empty promises about seeing each other later this summer if she could find the time, as she had a boyfriend now and might be spending the holidays with his family in Upstate New York instead of her usual summer visit to Colorado.

Later, sitting across from her father and brother in the back of the limo, she couldn’t help but cross her arms, stealthily feeling her chest. It had been two months since she had started feeling the soreness. Her mother had told her it was a sign she was beginning to mature, and breasts would soon follow the tenderness. She had been so excited she could hardly contain herself, waking every morning and staring in the mirror looking for any sign, every day being disappointed that nothing had changed. Seeing her frustration, her mother had promised they would shop for a training bra, but that would never happen now.

“Daddy, I want a bra,” she blurted out, breaking the grim silence in the car. Her father’s eyes went suddenly wide before a line appeared in the center of his forehead. Not wanting him to say no, Rowen pressed on, “Mom promised me we would go bra shopping, but she’s gone, so you’re going to have to take me now.”

Her father blinked, looking like he had swallowed his tongue. “What?”

Her brother sitting beside him snorted. “You need boobs to have a bra, sis”

Rowen gritted her teeth, leaning forward and ignoring him. “I’m serious—they’re growing; I need a bra. Tomorrow is my birthday. Can we go shopping?”

Her father ran a hand along his jaw before nodding noncommittally. “I promised my sister we would have lunch in midtown tomorrow, near Times Square. I’m sure we can find you something, ok sweetie?”

She grunted, leaning back with a self-satisfied grin. Maybe wearing a bra would encourage them to grow. She was tired of looking like a little girl, and hopefully this would be a step in the right direction.


***




Times Square, New York City. The greatest place on earth, with dazzling lights and Broadway shows and musicals; her father thought it was the capital of the world. Rowen hated it! To her the entire city smelled like piss, so much so she could almost taste it on her tongue. The city was a stifling furnace without a hint of a breeze, and the August humidity made the mop of curls she called hair wilder than normal. The people were pushy and rude with an entitled air of self-importance that made her feel like a small-town hick at every turn.

All of it worked to make her feel like a frumpy little troll, constantly sweating, drenched to the bone as if she had just climbed out of the East River. She wanted nothing more than to go home to Colorado to where the weather was at least tolerable and forget the last few days. But her father insisted that they stay, wanting to show them where he grew up, and chattered on constantly about this or that. Looking at his red-rimmed eyes, Rowen could see he was trying to distract himself, avoid the pain of going home. Nothing he showed her seemed any different from any other big city, and she couldn’t understand what he saw in this place. It was like living in a giant commercial, every inch of the Square—and the city, for that matter—covered in every sort of billboard or holo-advertisement, all promising you the world. Trying to make you believe life would be perfect if you just bought whatever crap they were selling.

After buying her bra, which had taken all of five minutes, Rowen was ready to leave behind the smell of pee when her father reminded her they were also here to see his sister. “Rowen, come meet your aunt, my sister Vanessa.”

Rowen looked over to see a tall dark-skinned woman with a smoothly shaved head. “Oh my, Rowen, I haven’t seen you since you were a baby; look at all that hair, just stunning,” she said with a brilliant smile. Her aunt made Rowen immediately jealous. With her dark flawless skin and high cheekbones, the family resemblance with her father was astounding, only where he was square and angular, she was smooth and round, simple and elegant all at once, and looking fresh despite the heat.

Rowen gave the woman a brief hug and endured her flattery with half smiles and hidden smirks before fading to the background, wanting to be forgotten as her aunt and father chatted about nothing. Bored and wanting to distract herself, she gawked at the vast array of costumed characters wandering around the Square taking holos with tourists for cash. There were popular characters from every TV show she could think of, superheroes of all kinds—even the old Disney mouse that no one but her grandparents remembered was in attendance. Not too far away she saw Batman taking a picture with Elmo and a small family of five beside them. Superman and Iron Man were flexing with the Hulk and an old retired couple. Finding the whole situation ridiculous, Rowen discreetly pulled out her smart device, wanting to capture the moment, when the damn thing just flickered and died on her.

“Hey, is your phone working? My battery’s dead,” she said, turning to her brother who looked as though his head was on a swivel, his eyes bulging at every woman that passed.

“What, no, I don’t know; Verizon again. You’d think in the center of the world things would work,” he said, smiling at a tall blond breezing by him, his tongue almost hanging from his mouth.

“You’re just gross; keep it in your pants,” she said, shaking her head. Jonah had turned eighteen a few months ago and was just a raging bag of hormones, as their mother had called him.

“Hey, you haven’t hit puberty yet, so you wouldn’t understand,” he said, waving her off and blowing out his cheeks at a passing brunette this time. He was five years older than her and wouldn’t let her forget it most days, especially now. He had just qualified for the Special Forces Assessment and Selection course, the first step in becoming a Green Beret and following in their parents’ footsteps, and although she would never admit it, she was proud of him. It was a tradition in their family, and they both wanted to do some good in the world.

“Hey, Rowen, check this out. It’s pretty cool,” said her aunt, waving her over. Both she and her father stood beside a scaled-down version of the Statue of Liberty, childish grins plastered on both their faces. Rowen felt her jaw drop as she walked over. The hologram was so flawless she could see the pages of its book ruffle with the wind, perfect even down to the flowing dress and billowing torch held in hand.

“You know your great-great-grandparents came through Ellis Island in the roaring ’20s before settling in Brooklyn. Lady Liberty has always been good to our family,” said her aunt.

“Yeah, I know,” she said, rolling her eyes. Her father had told her the story one too many times of how his great-grandparents had come to America from Jamaica, like so many, wanting a better life. Starting their own business not long after their arrival, introducing New York to spice buns, coconut drops, and all manner of Caribbean treats, they quickly became part of the fabric of the neighborhood. Their son, her great-grandfather, had joined the military during the Second World War, making the ultimate sacrifice for the country that had given his family so much, and starting the tradition of service that she and her brother would one day continue.

“Can we get a picture?” she asked softly to the hologram, who nodded quickly. Tossing her phone into the air, they lined up on either side of the statue for a group shot. “Hey, Siri, take a couple of shots of us, please.” The phone hung in the air momentarily as its micro-propeller system and actuator adjusted to position itself properly, then gave a small chime confirming that it was ready to shoot. Her father put his arm around her with Jonah and her aunt on the other side. “Alright, everybody, say ‘New York City!’” The phone began to snap away, its powerful flash blinding her momentarily.

Just as the last picture was being taken, the hologram began to flicker, alternating between the graceful image the Statue of Liberty and an older woman with graying hair and tired eyes. She wore a sweat-stained T-shirt and faded blue jeans with a battered pair of shoes that had seen better days. She seemed momentarily stunned as she realized that the hologram had vanished, leaving her true appearance in place, blinking about in confusion, not sure what had happened. She began fumbling with the holo-projector on her belt. “I’m so sorry, so sorry; this never happens,” she said with a raspy voice that had smoked one too many cigarettes.

“Don’t worry about it. It happens,” said her father. “Thanks for the pic,” he said, stuffing some money into her hand and giving a kind smile. Just as the old lady was about to wander off, she grabbed his hand.

“I know it doesn’t get said a lot these days, but thank you for your service,” she said, pumping his hand vigorously.

He cocked his head, giving her a questioning look. “You’re welcome,” he said, looking directly into her eyes. “Did you serve? The only time we get thanks these days is from other veterans.”

The old woman shook her head, her salt-and-pepper hair swaying back and forth. “No, but my son did, husband too. They had tattoos like yours there,” she said, pointing at the skull with a green beret on his forearm, “De oppresso liber. Brave showing that. Too many religious nuts running around, even here in New York, can’t freaking get rid of ’em.”

Her father nodded in understanding. “Thank you for your kind words, ma’am. I don’t think anyone would take the chance of doing anything in the middle of Times Square.”

The lady squeezed his arm one last time before wandering off into the crowd, muttering under her breath and fiddling with the holo-projector.

“Here, guys, this is the one,” said her aunt, projecting the image of the four of them, the Statue of Liberty in the center.

Taking one look at the hologram made Rowen want to bury her face in her hands. Her wild mane of red curls and mess of freckles made her look like a clown next to her perfect brother, not to mention her aunt, who looked like a star. She really had taken the worst from her parents.

“I look terrible,” she said with a grimace. “Edit me out of the holo, please.”

“You do look like a sweaty Muppet, actually,” laughed Jonah, deftly stepping behind her and plucking at her bra strap, giving her a terrible sting as he snapped it back.

“You better run, you miserable shithead!” she screamed, chasing after him. He was unbearable; from the moment she had put on the bra, he had gone out of his way to snap it whenever she let her guard down, laughing with glee while she howled in pain.

Watching him vanish into the crowd, she stood, shoulders hunched, fighting back tears. Seething. Rowen turned to her father, raising her eyebrows expectantly.

“He’s just joking, Rowen, having a bit of fun. He doesn’t mean anything by it,” he said with a shrug, pressing his lips into a thin line.

Swearing under her breath, she turned away, staring up at the too-blue sky in frustration, hating him, her stupid brother, her mom for not being there, hating New York. She could feel heat building in her cheeks, her hands balling into fists. It wasn’t a joke to her; already she had a welt on her back. It wasn’t just today. He did things like this all the time, and it just wasn’t fair, and she wouldn’t take it anymore. Just as she was about to release the torrent of rage at her father, she felt a soft hand on her shoulder, another rubbing her back, a soothing voice in her ear cooling her temper. For a moment she was home, her mother with her, and she could almost smell the daffodils that she kept around the house wafting on the cool breeze.

She turned, almost expecting to see her mother’s beaming smile. “Your mom used to do this when you were a baby. You looked like you needed it.” Her aunt’s voice, shattering the illusion.

Rowen shuddered as her anger drained away. “Sorry. Jonah, he gets away with murder.”

Her aunt chuckled, nodding to herself. “Your dad was the same way growing up. God bless him, but he was an asshole, a firm believer in that macho boys-will-be-boys bullshit.”

Rowen smiled, dabbing at her eyes. “Yeah, neither of them really gets it.”

“Stick with me, girl, I’ll set your dad straight. I always did. He’s still afraid of me!”

Her aunt put an arm around her, bumping at her with her hip. Then, in a New York minute, everything changed. It was surreal, one minute hugging a woman she had only met as a child and barely remembered, strangely feeling that everything would be ok. Then, suddenly, feeling the hot concrete against her back, fighting to get air into her lungs and half-deaf with her ears ringing. Everything felt as if it were in slow motion, a dark shadow passing overhead as the ground shook, vague shapes of people all around her staggering about, screaming, falling. Fighting to sit up, Rowen found her hands wet, warm liquid tracing lines down her forearms and staining everything red. She screamed in horror at her aunt beside her, beautiful eyes wide and staring at nothing, a growing pool of blood seeping from beneath her, and all around them the world gone mad.


Chapter 4: Divinity Corps

July 2075

 

Arthur traced a finger along his belly, surprised to find the skin smooth and unbroken. Every time he closed his eyes, he drifted back to that moment, the strange blue liquid moving like a snake from its container, crawling across his skin before suddenly tearing into his stomach like a predator. He didn’t know pain could be like that. He had screamed until his throat was raw, until he gratefully passed to blissful darkness. He awakened to more pain each time, the blue liquid covering him from head to toe. He felt like he was being turned inside out, like he was drowning in acid. Then, finally, he opened his eyes and the pain stopped, suddenly replaced by a blur of Reverend Carmichael’s mad-dash visits, poking and prodding him with all sorts of weird devices, injecting him with frightening needles longer than his arm. The greasy-haired man rarely spoke, constantly muttering under his breath as he observed the now-familiar holo-projection of Arthur’s vitals that floated above the spartan room. Arthur had begun to think he would spend the rest of his life in the tiny clinical room, a permanent science experiment, until earlier today the reverend had given him a clean bill of health, along with that yellow-toothed smile. Major Bishop O’Connell came for him then, assuring him the worst had passed.

“What happens now?” asked Arthur, his short legs pumping hard to keep up with the old man’s brisk stride as they raced down a series wide, windowless corridors filled with evenly spaced doors of every color.

“Now, as always, you do as you’re told, and right now you need to be quiet,” he said, frowning over his shoulder.

“But you said I could call my parents afterward,” Arthur whispered under his breath, curious to know where they were headed.

“I said, quiet, boy!” he said, and they continued in silence, the only sound coming from the major bishop’s hard-soled boots, before stopping abruptly in front of a red door, causing Arthur to stumble face-first into his bony backside, drawing another harsh frown from him. “There are urgent matters that need my attention. These are your quarters for now. I have had a few things brought here that you might need. You will remain here until I come for you.”

Before Arthur could say another word, the major bishop shoved him bodily into a darkened room, eyeing him up and down while wrinkling his nose. “Take a shower, boy, and put on something other than those rags, understood!” Arthur was about to protest that his clothes were fine, that this was his normal smell, when the door slammed shut with a hollow thud, leaving him alone in the dark, anxiety bubbling in his belly. When the lights suddenly flickered to life, he gasped, his mouth falling open. The brightly lit room was something out of a fantasy, filled with luxuries he had only seen on the holo-net. Heavy wooden furniture trimmed with gold, dominated by a sleigh bed so big that a whole family could have slept in it, and a writing desk and end tables all covered in gilded frames and expensive-looking knickknacks. In the corner a holo-projector magically floated on its own, covered in the telltale microscopic lenses, clearly superior to the one back home. Bounding onto the bed, he laughed with glee at the softness, breathing in deep the fragrance of clean, scented sheets and blankets. Exploring the space, he gasped in awe when he came to the closet, finding it overflowing with more clothes than he had ever seen in one place. Arthur hesitated for a moment before nervously running his hands through shirts of every color and material, jeans, dress pants, and even shorts for summer, most of them with the labels still attached. Arthur’s brow narrowed at the sudden realization that everything was his size—it was all for him!

Arthur pulled back his hand, his eyes going wide. He could dress half the kids on his street with what was in the closet, and if he was smart, he could trade it all to dress his entire neighborhood!

He began pacing back and forth, wringing his hands, wondering if it was some sort of test, positive that the old man had shoved him in here by accident and was planning to put him somewhere more appropriate. He was sure of it! Steepling his hands, he decided that he should at least try and do as the old man ordered. Crossing the room, he buried his toes in plush carpet before blinking in wonder at the size of the bathroom, sure that it was bigger than the basement squat he shared with his parents. Quickly undressing, he turned on the water, having to contort his slim form to avoid burning off his flesh, fiddling for an eternity with the silver-plated knobs, trying to get the water to the lukewarm temperatures he was used to.

Later, standing naked in front of the closet, Arthur decided it would be best to find the simplest piece of clothing he could, not daring to wear anything with a price tag still attached. He was about to give up hope when, buried near the back, he found a faded army service uniform, olive green with a high collar. He quickly dressed, slipping his feet into a smart-looking pair of calf-high, leather boots mired among the dizzying array of fancy shoes and slippers.

Activating the holo-mirror on the closet, he adjusted the uniform to his size, his smile widening at how sharp he looked. Almost like a real soldier, hopefully one who could make a difference.

Once fully dressed, Arthur poked around the room, fascinated at the detail covering the furniture and walls but disappointed that the holo-projector wasn’t connected to the web, and therefore useless. Finally going to the door, he ran his hands along the grain of the wood, examining it in hopes that it would open and he could sneak out and have some fun exploring, only to have his hopes dashed by an electronic lock that would be impossible to open without a code.

Arthur was about to turn away when he felt a strange pulse, almost like a heartbeat, through his fingertips. Leaving his hand lightly on the door, he felt it grow stronger, like an itch. Curious, he pressed his palm fully against the door, feeling the smooth grain of the wood, its warmth, the locking mechanism that controlled his freedom, the tiny processor that controlled it all.

Placing both hands against the barrier made the feeling stronger. He stood there, absorbed with the new sensation, slowly running his palms across the door, strangely able to see it all in his mind’s eye: the circuit, the tumblers that controlled the lock and bolt. He could “see” the flow of current was halted, incomplete. Not knowing how, Arthur focused on the lock, sending energy coursing through it like a river breaking a dam. When he heard the heavy bolt turn, he jumped back with a start, opening his eyes wide in surprise to find the door open, the empty corridor beyond.

Looking back and forth between the open door and his palms, Arthur frowned, wondering if it was just dumb luck or something more. In one of his ramblings, the greasy-haired reverend had told him to expect “things,” but said it would take months, not days. Arthur shrugged, stepping out into the corridor with a wry smile, his mind swirling with thoughts of adventure. Taking note of his room number, he set off, enjoying the sense of newness, each turn of heel that brought him somewhere he had never been. He was surprised to find the place so spartan compared to the room the major bishop had given him, confirming once again that it had all been a mistake of some kind. Arthur spent the next while wandering empty halls, finding little, wondering where everyone was. Finally, he heard the sound of people talking up ahead, and was about to turn back when a hand lightly touched his shoulder from behind. He spun to see a slender man with pale-blue eyes dressed in a long, red leather coat, watching him through hooded eyes. For a moment he was sure the major bishop had found him, only to blink in confusion, realizing the man had a long thin mustache and almond-shaped eyes.

Before Arthur could speak, the stranger began, “You should not be out of your rooms, Arthur. This is a very dangerous time for you.”

“How do you know who I am?” asked Arthur, frowning, wondering if he’d met him somewhere before and forgotten.

“I am Asahi, your commanding officer. I was given your file the moment you set foot on this base,” he said in a rasping voice that was barely a whisper, forcing Arthur to lean in close. “Again, how did you get out of your rooms?”

“I’m not really sure,” said Arthur, pursing his lips. “It just sort of opened, and I thought that it was some sort of mistake that I was in the room, so I—”

Before Arthur could finish, the lights overhead shut off, plunging the hall into darkness, emergency lighting snapping into place moments later and painting the corridor in a dull red glow.

“Brownout,” said Asahi, seeing Arthur’s questioning look. “Power rationing. Come, it’s time to return you to your room. This is a dangerous time, and you shouldn’t be wandering.” Turning to lead the way, he raised his hand, and the hall was suddenly awash with an orange glow, shadows flickering on the wall as a naked flame appeared above his palm.

“The fire, doesn’t it hurt? How come you don’t...you know, just burn up?” asked Arthur, his jaw hanging open.

Asahi smiled over his shoulder. “I am like you, or maybe you are like me—it depends on your perspective. But to answer your question, the fire is part of me. I am its master.”

Arthur stared at the flame, thoughts of the door to his room suddenly opening. “So will I be like that?” he began, falling in behind the man in red. “How will I know what I can do, when—”

“By the grace of God, you will be able to do remarkable things such as this and much more, but it takes time, weeks, perhaps months,” said Asahi, the flame in his palm growing larger, the corridor brighter. “Everything will come with time.”

Walking behind his new commander, Arthur bowed his head, sure now that the door had been just a fluke. If Asahi was right, he had a long road ahead of him. Looking up at the emergency lighting gave him an odd sensation, a prickling on his skin like ants were crawling up and down his arms. “We had lots of brownouts in Cherry Hill; that’s where I’m from, didn’t think they would happen here?”

“Times are difficult everywhere,” said Asahi, stopping and turning to face him. “But do not worry, things will get better soon. You are part of a new vanguard of recruits. With your help, and the help of others like you, the tide of the war will soon turn.”

Looking at him, Arthur began to scratch at his arms. “But I’m thirteen! How can I do anything?”

Asahi nodded, giving him a tight-lipped smile before he resumed walking. “We all start somewhere. I was your age when I joined the program and look at me now. O’Connell says you have great potential. Given time, your Ascension will make you stronger, tougher. You will be able to do things men only dream of.”

The talk of the major bishop made Arthur narrow his eyes, something about the way Asahi looked and talked. “Are you family; I mean, are you related? You and the major bishop, you look alike.”

The older man turned on him, fury in his pale eyes. “I may look like him, but I am nothing like that monster!” he said through clenched teeth, his rasping voice strained, the flame above his palm flaring a bright white, forcing Arthur to shield his eyes and look away. “That waste of flesh has no honor, and I will be glad when his—”

Asahi heaved, his words catching in his throat as he suddenly fought for breath. Blistering heat rolling off the older man in waves, growing more intense with each ragged cough, forcing Arthur back. In a heartbeat the flames grew to engulf the older man completely, browning the corridor walls, touching the ceiling. He fell to his knees, his hands fumbling through his pockets, hunting for something, before finally pulling out a red stoppered vial, trembling with a palsied hand as he tried to open the cap. Without thinking, Arthur moved to help, wincing in pain as the flames washed over him, blistering his skin and singeing his uniform. Gritting his teeth through the pain, he kneeled beside the older man, the pungent smell of burning hair filling his nostrils. Arthur took the vial from his shaking hand, uncorking it and pouring it down the man’s throat. Asahi greedily swallowed its contents, a shudder running through his thin frame. He closed his eyes, sighing deeply as the flames vanished, plunging the corridor into darkness once again.

Without missing a beat, Asahi stood to his full height as if nothing were amiss, his clothes untouched by the flames. Arthur was not so lucky; the simple uniform he had worn was little more than charred rags, his curly hair singed at the tips. Narrowing his eyes, he smiled in wonder, shocked to find his skin with a few blisters that were quickly vanishing, slightly reddened but whole, like he had spent the day in the sun and not standing next to a man on fire.

“You are brave; that is good,” said Asahi, interrupting Arthur’s thoughts. “Apologies for my temper.”

Arthur raised an eyebrow, still confused. “How am I not—how did I not get burned?” he asked, noticing the tingle along his arms had stopped.

Asahi frowned at him, cocking his head. “Your abilities are developing rapidly. You will be a great asset in the days to come. Perhaps I will take you into the field with me next time,” he said as the lights overhead suddenly returned to life.

“But—”

“Enough for today,” he said, interrupting. Removing his red coat, he draped it over Arthur’s shoulders, giving him a brief nod before motioning for him to follow. “I will see that a new uniform is sent to your room, one befitting your station and not like those old rags you were wearing. In the meantime, get some rest. We have a great deal to do.”

Arthur stood stock-still, grateful for the kindness. Pulling tight the overly large coat, he raced after his commanding officer, more confused than ever.


Chapter 5: A Cold Night in Ann Arbor

November 2075

 

“Fuck you, asshole!” she screamed, tumbling hard onto the icy winter pavement. Gwen had been only halfway out of the car before the driver sped off into the night, the closing door knocking her from her feet. She lay there, motionless, breathing hard and waiting for the pain to subside, cold seeping into her bones. “Fucking idiot,” she muttered, not sure if she was talking about the driver or herself. With a sigh, she struggled to her feet, her legs twisting and shaking like a newborn foal, cursing herself for wearing heels despite the weather. It was late November. The grip of winter had come early to Ann Arbor, the trees lining the boulevard already dusted white. A glacial wind blew through her skimpy denim jacket and skirt, making her wish she’d worn something warmer.

Steadying herself on the glass panel of a nearby bus shelter, she pulled a bottle from her pack, swirling the minty liquid in her mouth, desperate to wash away the taste from her last encounter. He was old and tasted old, his rancid odor still filling her nostrils.

Returning the mouthwash to her pack, she checked again that the money the old man had given her was there, wrinkling her nose at the few crumpled-up twenties, far less than she was used to.

The money had been better when Brandon brought her to Ann Arbor last year. He knew the right people: young, good-looking college guys who didn’t mind spending their parents’ cash on a girl like her. She had tagged along with Brandon on a whim, grateful to be gone from her mother and the rest of the assholes in Detroit, mesmerized by the life of parties, designer clothes, booze, pills, and good times.

He had been good to her, better than most people that came in and out of her life. She didn’t care if she had to chicken head a few of his friends at parties, and if he wanted her to hook up with some random guys every now and then, it was cool. It turned him on, and she wanted to make him happy. She was having fun too. The cash was just a bonus.

The bad times started when Brandon, who always took care of the money, met some new skank at a party, taking off and never to be heard from again. She was still confused—he had said he loved her. The problem was she had gotten used to the lifestyle, and there was no way she was going back to her mother.

She tried to hang with the guys he had introduced her to, but they weren’t interested in her now that he wasn’t around. They wouldn’t let her into the parties anymore, and suddenly she was on her own.

Then one night, with no other options, she posted pics on in the personals section of Leo’s list, nothing too racy at first, but it got her the type of attention she needed to make some quick cash. The guys trawling the classifieds weren’t rich college kids. They were older, mostly working-class or middle-of-the-road, white-collar types with too much debt, which meant they were cheap, not to mention gross. Now she did what she had to to get by.

Catching her reflection in the bus stop shelter, she ran her hands through short, blond hair, dabbing on some concealer from her bag to cover the dark circles under her eyes.

“You look like shit, Gwen. What happened; you fall asleep in the snow, ho!”

Gwen turned to see her dealer, Marco, hanging out the side of an old Honda that had seen better days. Marco was a rat-faced asshole who had one redeeming quality in that he was reliable, showing up within minutes of getting a call as long as you were local and had the cash.

He wore a cheap suit over a black turtleneck, with cheap gold chains around his neck. He had slicked-back greasy hair and cultivated an air of stupidity that made him look every part the goon he was trying to be.

“Screw you, man. You got my stuff?” she said, irritated, pulling the crumpled twenties from her bag.

“For you, honey, I got the best right here!” he said, grabbing his crotch and laughing. “But only when you turn eighteen—I ain’t into dirty diapers. Your regulars ain’t normal.”

Gwen rolled her eyes. “Yeah, sure, you’re a real humanitarian,” she said, shoving the money into his greasy palm and taking a small baggie of plain white pills in exchange, not bothering to check the quality. She was never sure where he got his stuff, but it was always pharmaceutical grade, uncut.

“Thanks, asshole,” she mumbled, walking away abruptly.

Gwen could hear the motor surge to life, Marco following her. “Hey, be careful with those, they’re pretty strong,” called Marco. “It’s pretty cold out here. You wanna lift somewhere? Maybe we can go get some tallboys and hang for a bit.”

She wasn’t sure if he was being genuine or just playing games, but he was the last person she trusted. She quickened her pace, ignoring him.

“Alright, it’s like that, huh? Well, screw you, bitch! That’s what I get for trying to be nice to some junkie whore!” he screamed, peeling off.

“What a douchebag,” Gwen muttered, stumbling along. She was frozen now; her toes were numb, and she couldn’t feel her fingers. The old man had dropped her off at the edge of the university campus, and while it was well lit, she hated walking here alone. The streets were mostly deserted at this time of night, but she kept glancing behind her. She couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was following her. She felt jumpy, the people passing by leering at her like she didn’t belong. She could feel the night pressing against her. There was a flophouse not too far from the campus, and if she hurried she could make it before she died of exposure.

Opening the baggie, she took out a tiny, white pill, dry swallowing it to calm her nerves. She had twenty dollars left, and that would be just enough to rent a room for the rest of the night and crash. She would take one more hit before bed to ease her down. Right now she just wanted to get high and chill. As she walked, she could feel Marco’s little wonder doing its magic, the rush coming much faster than normal. The feeling of euphoria hit her hard and all of a sudden she felt like everything was perfect in the world. She fought the sudden urge to take off her heels and run barefoot, as the cold didn’t bother her so much anymore, but she knew better. Slipping her earbuds from her pocket, she fumbled with an antique music player she had stolen from her mother, playing an old tune her father sang to her before her mother ruined that too.

“I used to think maybe you loved me...now baby I’m sure...I’m walkin’ on sunshine woah...and it’s startin’ to feel good!” She had loved Brandon so much; she would have done anything for him. Just thinking of him, she started to run, laughing to herself in glee. “I’m walkin’ on sunshine...woah, walkin’ on sunshine babe...” she sang with pure joy, skipping along. She opened her arms wide, spinning in a circle, singing at the top of her lungs, dancing wildly down the quiet Ann Arbor street. The air felt so good, she could feel a silly smile plastered on her face. “I’m startin’ to feel good! Yeah right now….woah...” She was twirling and shaking her hips now to the beat of the song in her head. “Walkin’ on sunshine, baby!”

Then suddenly, for the second time that night, she found herself face down on the icy pavement. Somewhere between a spin and a twirl, the icy street had gotten the better of her, sending her face-first to the street. She lay there, groaning and gasping for air, touching her throbbing forehead and her fingers coming away sticky red. She could feel blood trickling down her face. With a grunt, she pushed herself to her feet, wincing in pain as the world began to spin. Finding her balance, she stumbled along before finding another bus shelter, half falling onto the cold hard bench. Taking a moment to catch her breath, she rummaged around in her bag for something to stop the bleeding.

Finding her scarf, she pressed it against her head with a sigh, waiting for the pain to subside. She leaned against the glass, relishing its coolness against her skin. She smiled, taking deep breaths and enjoying the sensation of her nose hairs freezing. Even the air smelled good. Looking onto the street, she was mesmerized. Everything glowed, the street lights like stars swirling in infinite patterns. She felt like it was all coming together for her, she would get it all back. She didn’t even miss Brandon anymore. She wanted to feel like this forever. Reaching into her pack, she popped another pill, washing it down with mouthwash this time. She had once read that true happiness was a clear horizon, nothing on your plate to stress you out. This is how she felt now, at peace, like nothing could go wrong. It was the greatest feeling in the world. She was not sure how long she sat there, but it felt really good. Everything was going to be alright—she just knew it.

Feeling tired, she bunched up her bloody scarf to make a pillow and lay down on the bench. She would relax for just a minute and then head to the flophouse, and tomorrow...tomorrow she would… Tomorrow would be better. She began humming to herself. She was so tired, so she would just rest for a minute; it was all good, she thought, as she drifted off to a deep sleep.


***




Gwen came awake to the uncomfortable feeling of pinpricks in her extremities, frozen fingers and toes throbbing terribly as feeling slowly returned, surprised to be warm. “Where the hell am I?” she muttered.

Cracking an eyelid open, she squinted at the brightness, finding herself in a strange office, confused as to how she had ended up slouched over in a hard wooden chair with handcuffs loosely around her wrist. The desk in front of her was piled high with manila folders and loose paper, and behind it sat a man with short, curly, orange hair peppered with hints of gray and a neatly trimmed beard of the same color. He stared at her through hooded, green eyes, frowning, giving her the impression that he didn’t smile often. He was dressed in a light blue, button-down shirt and a dark blue tie. As they watched one another, her eyes were drawn to the gold-plated badge on his chest, on it the image of two stags rearing in stark relief. “Shit.”

“Yes, shit would be a good word,” he said, offering her a box of wipes. “Clean your face. I don’t want it looking like we abused you during your stay with the Ann Arbor Police Department.”

She moaned, taking the damp cloth as she fought to hold back tears, worriedly cleaning dirt and blood from her face. She had never been arrested and felt nauseous suddenly, like someone had just kicked her in the gut. “How did I get here?”

“Patrol car found you passed out in a bus shelter, near frozen to death,” he said slowly, “said it was a real mess, blood everywhere.”

“I just slipped on the ice, but I’m fine now. I’m late to meet up with friends. Can I go?” she asked, chewing on the inside of her cheek.

“If that were true, you could go home right now, but...we both know that’s not the case,” he said, holding up a file folder. “It’s all in here, Gweneth Stone, age fifteen, no priors, reported missing eleven months ago by your mother. Still not enough to land you in any real trouble, just a free ride back to Detroit.”

She squirmed in the chair, eyeing the file as though it were a snake, praying that there was nothing more, and the curly-haired officer was just messing with her.

Seeing her reaction, the officer sighed deeply before putting down the file. He looked directly at her, steepling his fingers against his lips. “Listen, kid, they found enough oxy in your system to kill a horse,” he said, lowering his voice. “You’re lucky to be alive.”

Gwen’s heart sank, knowing for certain they must have checked her blood, easy enough with it spilled all over the fucking bus shelter. They knew exactly who she was. At best, she was going to juvie; at worst, back to Detroit with her mother, a woman who was a monster at the best of times.

The officer continued, speaking in a detached tone, “You’re lucky we found you when we did. Not much longer, and you would have never woken up from that bench! Now here is the bad news,” he said, putting a tiny bag of pills on his desk. “These are a schedule-two narcotic, and you don’t have a prescription. Even as a minor, you could go away for a long time.”

“Those aren’t—”

“Don’t bullshit me, kid,” he interrupted, raising up a hand to stop her. “I want to help you. I know what you’re going through, I really do. I used to be you. This stuff ain’t cheap. How are you paying for it?”

Gwen looked away, biting her lip before looking at him from the corner of her eye. “How do you think,” she whispered.

The officer frowned, nodding to himself. “I get it. To this day I still think about it. You don’t have a care in the world on this stuff. It was the best feeling; everything covered in that soft glow.”

Gwen could only nod, knowing. Nothing was as good, not booze, not song. Not even Brandon made her feel so good. “Yeah,” she said in a tiny voice.

He continued softly, leaning back in his chair, “When it was over, I was always ok, not like booze or coke. No hangover. I wasn’t tired. I wasn’t sick, and that’s the devil of it—how you get sucked in. It never really feels like you’re an addict, until you are. Then you find yourself doing things you’d never do, anything to have that feeling. After a while, you’re doing it to keep the shakes away, just to be normal. I did worse than you, much worse, so don’t feel so bad, kid.”

They sat in silence, a sense of understanding growing between them. Gwen didn’t dare to speak.

“You can kick this, but only, only if you can be honest about your problem. It ain’t easy. Hell, it took me six tries and ten years. But you have to decide to make a change.”

She sat up straight in the chair, about to speak, when he stopped her once again. “Even if you decide to turn things around, we’re still going to have to arrest you, but if you cooperate, let us know who sold you this crap, I’ll see you go to state-sponsored rehab, not to juvie.”

Hugging herself, she could only shrug, not sure what to say.

“I’m going to give you some time to think while I go to the bathroom, get a cup of coffee, and when I come back, we’ll talk about how we can help each other.” Walking by, he put a freckled hand on her shoulder. “Name’s Armstrong by the way. Don’t worry. It’s going to be ok.”

Watching Armstrong vanish around the corner to empty his bladder, Gwen felt suddenly lost and alone. The office was mostly empty, with only a large blond woman with a headset on, answering the occasional call at the reception desk. From her vantage point she could see the security door that led out into the visitors’ area, and beyond that a bank of windows looking out onto a darkened parking lot, mostly empty aside from a large black SUV sitting with its lights on. She wished she could just run for it, get the hell out of Ann Arbor and maybe disappear to somewhere warm, but with her arm chained to the desk, it didn’t look like she would be running off anytime soon.

She didn’t have a problem telling them about Marco—he was a scumbag anyway—but she couldn’t be sure if Armstrong really wanted to help or if he was angling for something else. Most of the time men his age only wanted her to get them off, and not one of them ever did something for nothing. There was always an angle to their niceness. If she was honest with herself, she didn’t want help. She liked to party. She wasn’t hurting anyone, so why should she stop?

It was a little after 3 a.m., and Gwen was imagining being in jail, making herself crazy with worry, when the oddest boy walked into the police station. He was small, very thin, barely over five feet tall from the look of him. He could not have been more than thirteen or fourteen. She couldn’t imagine what business a kid would have in a police station in the middle of the night. He had large dark eyes and caramel-colored skin, and his brown hair was curly and fell just past his shoulders. He wore an unadorned, black army service uniform with a crimson collar. To say he looked out of place would be an understatement.

Shaking the snow from his hair and shoulders, he made a beeline for the large blonde woman who sat at the reception desk. “Good morning, Tammy. I have a transfer order for a girl who was brought in earlier this evening,” he said, handing her a data pad and giving her a polite smile.

The large woman, Tammy, was clearly taken aback by the boy, stammering for a moment before giving him a condescending smile. “Well now, sweetie, aren’t you cute. Where are your parents? What are you doing out of bed at this time of night?” she asked. “And how do you know my name?” she added in a simpering voice.

“You have a name tag, Tammy…” he said, pointing at the tag on her blouse. “I haven’t a clue where my parents are, do you? And as I said, I am here for the girl.”

Gwen ducked down in her chair, chewing her fingernails, her brow narrowing, knowing she was the only one here. He had come for her.

“Is this some kinda joke, sweetie?” said Tammy suddenly, pushing her chair back. “You know it’s illegal to lie to a police officer. What’s your name, little man? I’ve got a mind to—”

Curiosity got the best of Gwen, and she poked her head back up.

“No, Tammy, not a joke at all. In fact, it’s very serious,” said the boy, interrupting. “My name is Arthur, and you are not a police officer. You are a dispatch clerk and night receptionist. I’m certainly not lying. The order on the data pad requires your office to relinquish custody of the girl to my care, and while it would be nice to have you and your colleague cooperate with me, I do not need or require your permission to leave with her. But it would be appreciated, so please bring her to me now, or I will come in and get her. Do you understand me, Tammy?”

Watching the confrontation, Gwen could see Tammy growing redder by the moment, spittle running down her ample chins as she spoke through gritted teeth. “Ok, little man, playtime’s over. Get your butt outta here before I whup it. I’ve had enough bullshit for one night, got it?” she said loudly, putting her hands on her ample hips and leaning forward as she spoke.

Gwen felt a surge of relief, although she wasn’t sure why, given the reality of what would happen once Sergeant Armstrong returned. But the idea of leaving with some strange child in the middle of the night felt worse than the alternative.

Arthur shrugged, picking up the data pad and stepping away from the counter. “Well then, I’m sure I should say something witty, but I really can’t think of anything right now. I hope you’re not too disappointed that I’m not more dramatic. Please understand, I will be going back there now, and if you try and stop me, there will be...consequences.”

“Get outta here, you little runt! There are thirty cops back here, and any one of them would be happy to shoot your sorry ass!” Tammy screamed, leaning over the counter as Arthur vanished from her field of view. “That door is locked and steel plated. You’re not gettin’ in here, you little bastard!”

“Actually, it’s just you and Sergeant Armstrong tonight,” said Arthur, his voice muted by the wall. “Usually Officer Gordon Turk is on duty with the both of you, but he called in sick earlier this evening. This being a campus security office, you’ve never had ‘thirty cops on duty.’”

Gwen couldn’t see what was going on from her angle, but she knew there was no way someone so small could break down a steel-plated door, and Tammy certainly wasn’t about to let him in.

When the door swung open and Arthur calmly strolled in as if nothing were amiss, Gwen’s eyes widened and her jaw went slack. Tammy took the odd boy’s appearance much worse, belting out a high-pitched shriek and stumbling back over her chair. “What—how... I didn’t...”

“The problem with locks, Tammy, is they provide only the illusion of security, nothing more. Anyone determined to get past a lock most certainly will,” said Arthur, glancing around the office with his hands behind his back. “Now, you are very lucky that it’s me at your door and not my boss. He would not have been so kind. Ahh, there you are, Ms. Stone.”

No longer seeing any point in hiding, Gwen stood awkwardly to face him as he strolled toward her, handcuffs rattling against the wooden desk. Seeing how small he was, she decided not to be intimidated by him. She would tell him that she had no intention of going anywhere with him.

Before she could say anything, though, she found herself lost in his eyes, words stuck in her throat. They were very pretty eyes, a deep dark brown with the tiniest specks of amber that seemed to sparkle the longer she stared. The smallest of smiles began to creep onto her face as if they were sharing some secret joke, neither one of them able to speak, his smile mirroring her own.

Before either of them could say a word, from the corner of her eye she saw Tammy, face beet-red with rage and embarrassment, charging like an enraged hog. “Watch out!”

Arthur, without breaking eye contact, neatly sidestepped the big woman’s clumsy charge, leaving only his foot in place while she rushed past. Time slowed to a crawl as the portly woman became airborne, appearing to hang in midair, a wide-eyed look of utter shock plastered across her face, before crashing painfully to the office floor with a loud, meaty thud, whimpering. Gwen couldn’t help but wince in sympathy, the memory of falling on the ice still fresh in her mind.

“Hello, Gwen. My name is Arthur,” he said finally, extending a small hand to her as if nothing had happened and a fat woman hadn’t just flown across the office. Gwen was speechless as she took it. His hand was soft, warm, and he had a firm grip.

“I’m not going anywhere with you!” she blurted suddenly, finding her voice at last.

“I’m afraid you lost that privilege the moment Mr. Armstrong took a sample of your blood,” he said quickly, shaking his head. “If it were up to me, you could go anywhere you wanted, but it’s not. Sergeant Armstrong said you had to make a choice about your future, but that choice has been taken away from you. Right now, outside, my boss is waiting for you.”

“How do you know what we talked about?”

Arthur shrugged, eyeing the cameras scattered around the station before continuing. “Just to give you fair warning, he’s going to dress it up, to make it sound like you have a choice, but you don’t. As of 11:55 p.m. today, being a minor, you are now a ward of the United States Government, Special Forces, Divinity Corps. You can try to fight it and fail, or see it as an opportunity to make a difference in the world.”

His words made her feel like she was on a bad trip, her world suddenly spinning out of control. “Listen, man, you got the wrong girl here; I’m nobody. What would the government want with me?”

Before any more could be said, Armstrong came around the corner, fresh coffee in hand. “What the hell—”

Gwen could see the surprise on his face as he surveyed the room, Tammy sprawled out on the floor, a strange boy chatting her up. He rushed past them to the big woman, quickly checking her vitals before standing and placing his hand on his service revolver. “Alright, kid, hands up, back away from the girl. You have two seconds to explain what’s going on here before I put you down.”

Arthur did as he was told, raising his hands and moving away from her. “May I explain, sir?”

“Are you armed, son? Any weapons, guns, knives?” demanded Armstrong, his voice tight and controlled.

“No, sir, no weapons, at least not...in the traditional sense.”

“Start off by getting on your knees and placing your hands behind your head. Once you do that, you can talk to your heart’s content.”

“I don’t think I can do that,” said Arthur, holding his arms up. “In my hand is a transfer order signed by the governor earlier this evening. The prisoner, Ms. Stone over there, is to be remanded to my custody.”

“Your custody? What are you, like, ten?” said Armstrong, shaking his head, baffled. “Toss the data pad over; let me see that.”

Taking the data pad in hand, Armstrong muttered under his breath as he scanned the order. Gwen grew more confused each passing moment. Why would her name be on an order from the governor? And why would they send a child to get her?

“Alright, you can put your arms down, son, and you sit tight right there,” said Armstrong, pointing to a spot on the other side of the office. “I’ll have to call for a confirmation, and it may take a while. I would prefer not to put a kid in a holding cell, so in the meantime, I’m gonna cuff you and seat you away from the girl. If everything checks out, I’ll release the girl to you. Understood”

It took a little over an hour for Sergeant Armstrong to secure her release, but before trying to confirm Arthur’s orders, he took a few minutes getting poor Tammy back to the waking world and on her feet. She had some minor cuts and bruises, but for the most part she was fine. More than anything she was furious, wanting nothing more than to strangle Arthur, but a stern look and some harsh words from Armstrong were enough to return her to the reception desk, throwing the occasional snide look in Arthur’s direction.

The sergeant for his part got to working the phone, doing his best to get to the bottom of Arthur’s strange order, pacing the length of the office while keeping a watchful eye on the both of them.

Arthur sat on the other side of the room, his focus on his data pad. She caught him staring at her more than once, a small smile touching his lips. She did her best to ignore him but to her irritation she found herself staring back. It bothered her so much that she turned her chair away from him. She was just curious, that’s all. It wasn’t every day some weirdo came knocking at your door to take you away. Besides, there was something about him that didn’t quite fit, and she couldn’t put her finger on it. He was just so skinny, like his parents had never fed him, and too short; she would never be able to wear heels around him. But she had to admit his eyes were captivating: dark and full of mystery. The more she thought about him the more upset she became. Why was she thinking anything about him at all, much less his eyes or his hands that had felt so soft and warm when he introduced himself. How would they feel on her skin, she wondered. Peeking over her shoulder, she stole a glance, trying not to stare. He had the biggest curls, and she just wanted to run her fingers through them, curious to know if they were as soft as they looked.

Shaking her head to clear it, she decided that he must have done something to her, some kind of trick or mind control to make her want him. She would beg Armstrong to keep her here—there was no way she was leaving with that boy.

After a few minutes of staring at the wall, her curiosity got the better of her. She glanced over her shoulder, trying to be discreet, to find him shamelessly looking at her. Waving gingerly at her. At the end of her rope, she turned the chair back to face him. “That’s it, weirdo, quit looking at me and stop whatever you’ve got going on here! You couldn’t afford me anyway, so just turn around and look at your wall and leave me alone!” she said, raving.

Surprised at her sudden outburst, Arthur jumped in his seat, raising his hands in surrender. He turned away from her and went back to studying his data pad.

Satisfied that this would be the end of this silliness, she took a deep breath, doing her best to calm herself. She needed to figure a way out of this maddening situation. What she needed was a hit: one hit, and she would be able to focus, make sense of things. Sitting up, she inspected the sergeant’s desk, trying to be inconspicuous, looking for the baggie that had started this mess.

She was so focused on the bag that she didn’t notice Armstrong was right beside her unlocking the cuffs.

“I’m so sorry, kid. I did my best,” he said, bowing his head. His freckled face was red and his nostrils were flaring. “Whoever this kid’s boss is, he’s got a lot of pull. I called everyone I thought could help, but the minute they found the order in the database, they clammed up. Governor himself called me, told me to drop it. The man was terrified.”

Gwen felt the weight of it all crash down on her, tears spilling down her face before she could stop them. Armstrong hesitated for a moment before putting an arm around her shoulder. Just one hit, she thought, it would make it all better. Whatever was about to happen, she didn’t want to face it sober.

“My stuff, I’m so scared…please. It’ll help,” she said, biting her lip. Gwen could see a twisted frown on his face as he looked from her to Arthur, his hand drifting to the gun at his side. As she watched, something seemed to break inside him, and nodding reluctantly, he pushed away from her, grabbing the baggie and dropping it into her hands before storming across the office and drawing his gun.

“You little prick. I’m going to put a bullet in your head, then I’m going to find your boss and put a bullet in him too. What you people are doing just isn’t right. She’s a kid, for god’s sake,” he said, pointing his weapon at Arthur, shaking with indignation.

Arthur watched him in silence for a moment before standing suddenly, his handcuffs snapping off and clinking to the floor. “Sergeant Armstrong, I’m afraid your bullets wouldn’t accomplish much. Shooting at me will simply make my boss upset and as I told the lovely Tammy earlier,” he said with a smirk, throwing a glance at the red-faced woman, “you really are lucky to have me here instead of him. The governor had good reason to be afraid. You’re a smart man. You should be afraid too, and you know it.”

They glared at each other for a moment longer before Armstrong lowered his weapon, defeated. Gwen let out a breath she had not realized she was holding, her lips trembling.

“Take her and get out. If I see you in Ann Arbor again, I will put two in your head. You got me?” said Armstrong, slamming his gun into its holster and stepping aside.

Seeing it all unfold, Gwen quickly shoved a pill in her mouth, sighing in relief as she felt it slide down her throat. Standing to face Arthur, she tried to muster her courage. What could one small boy do?

She had dealt with the worst kind of men in the months since Brandon had left her. How could this be any different? She would keep her wits about her, just as she’d always done.

“I will do my best to keep you safe,” said Arthur, trying to lead her away by the arm.

“Don’t touch me. Don’t ever touch me!” she said, pushing him away. “Let’s just get this over with. Take me to your leader, shithead!” Raising her chin, she did her best to sound brave but felt childish the instant the words left her mouth. Arthur put his palms up, looking hurt before bowing his head, indicating that she should follow. Armstrong didn’t take his eyes off them, staring bullets as they quietly made their way out into the cold November night.

“It’s just this way,” said Arthur, leading her across the empty university parking lot to a mammoth, black SUV that sat silently waiting in the darkness. Gwen was thankful that Marco’s oxy worked as fast as it did; the thundering of her racing heart was reduced to a dull ache by the time they reached the darkened vehicle. Nice Lincoln; she was grateful to at least be traveling in style.

The door swung open. Just as she began to climb into the dark interior, she balked in terror. Panic sent her blood racing even through the numbing haze of oxy. Adrenaline surging, she turned to run, desperate to be anywhere but here. Arthur blocked her way, and quicker than she could react he effortlessly threw her into the truck with one hand. Grunting in pain, landing hard on her hands and knees, her eyes fell on the object of her terror: the pale-eyed man in crimson silently watching her.

Arthur slid in behind her. Dread filled her as the car door slammed shut with a hollow thud.

Sitting on the floor of the SUV, breathing in short spurts, she trembled as the old man gave her a mirthless smile. “Hello, Gwen. Please be calm. I am not here to hurt you—quite the contrary. I am here to help.”

“Bullshit, go fuck yourself.”

“Did we not just free you from the police with no charges filed? Does that not merit at least some good will?”

“Not for you. You’re all murderers,” she whispered harshly, “kidnappers...monsters. Please... I don’t want to die.” She had stories, the worst kind of stories, always the children, tortured and broken bodies returned home after being mutilated, all in the name of God and Country.

“You will not die tonight, child, you have my word on that. In fact, we have great need of you. I will do everything in my power to keep you safe,” he said, trying to calm her, speaking in a soft voice. “Please, sit. We can talk.”

Gwen remembered the small plastic bag that she held on to for dear life. Ignoring the beast sitting in front of her, she reached for another pill. A hit would help calm her. She could barely open the plastic baggie, she shook so much.

“Here, let me, if it will help to calm you,” said the man in crimson, coming to kneel beside her. His hands were cool and dry as he gently took the bag from her. She watched in awe as he brought a pill to her lips as though giving her holy communion. “Here, water, drink. It will help.” She took deep gulps, the water cool and fresh on her parched throat, lacking the metallic taste of the recycled stuff she was used to.

As he helped her to her seat, she couldn’t help but stare. If Arthur looked odd, the man in crimson appeared downright freakish. His skin was pale, almost translucent, his face pockmarked. He was frail and thin with wispy, white hair, and he looked like he would break from a stiff breeze.

“My name is Major Bishop O’Connell, and I am here asking for your help. Your country has need of you, Ms. Stone. Children like yourself, and Arthur over here, possess divine gifts, great potential deep within you, and with my help, we can turn your potential into a weapon, a weapon that can help America turn the tide in this war that it has fought for far too long.”

“I’ve heard stories, things men like you do to children.”

“I mean you no harm, but what I am asking you to do will be dangerous. You will risk your life in service to your country, but no more so than any brave citizen who hears the call to service. You will receive great rewards, and the poverty you have known all your life will be a thing of the past. I’m here to offer you a better life. All I ask is that you do your duty and serve this great nation.”

“You can call me Gwen,” she stammered, looking to see if he was telling the truth. She always knew when men were lying to her; the signs were there when you knew how to look. He was asking her to risk her life, go to war. Michigan was far from the front and she rarely thought about it. Most Americans were isolated and knew only what they saw on TV. To her, it just didn’t feel real. “What would I have to do? I don’t understand how someone like me could be any help.”

“Have you never felt that you were meant for something more, something better! That deep inside you, you knew that you could have real impact on the world. We can do that together, you and I; we will make you great. Once we are finished, you will be a goddess. You have my word,” he said, placing a hand on his chest.

Watching him from the corner of her eyes, she wondered what she had to lose. Armstrong told her she had to make a choice tonight, stay on the path she was on or forge a new one, a better one.

For her whole life she had been adrift with no direction, from her shitty life with her crazy mother in Detroit to Brandon bringing her to Ann Arbor, to even being picked up by the police tonight. It was never her choice. For once in her life she would be the one to choose. An hour ago it looked like she was going to juvie or back to her horrible mother, and a few hours before that she had a disgusting, old man who hadn’t washed, on top of her. This was the best offer she’d had in a long time: no more struggling, no more dirty old men in the backs of cars and cheap hotels.

One of Brandon’s rich college friends had told her the difference between the rich and the poor was that poor people always wanted handouts, and rich people looked for opportunities. Running her hands along the plush leather and wood in the SUV, seeing the major bishop’s fine clothing, Gwen decided on opportunity, even if it was a risk. It would be better than drifting through life waiting for things to happen to her. Even if she failed, it would be her choice. She felt giddy suddenly, everything glowing as the second hit of oxy worked its magic. She had found her clear horizon.

“Alright, I’m in!” she said.

“Excellent,” said O’Connell, looking into her eyes. Raising a hand to stroke her hair, he smiled. “You’re such a pretty child; you deserve so much better than this. It is the greatest joy in my life to rescue children such as yourself from the clutches of poverty and mediocrity.”

Giving her a warm smile, he waved her closer, pressing a button to reveal a well-stocked bar. “We should celebrate. Here, this is my favorite,” he whispered, reaching for a bottle of dark amber liquid.

Gwen whistled in surprise, knowing the bottle: Glen Fiddich 40, one of the most expensive scotches in the world. Her horizons looked better with each passing moment.

She moved to sit beside the old man when Arthur, moving faster than she thought possible, reached over and grabbed the major bishop’s forearm, squeezing until the bottle fell from his grasp onto the plush carpet, staring at him with murder in his eyes. “No, not her. Never her.”

Gwen could see the old man wince in pain, but more, she could see indignation, the look he gave Arthur sending a surge of fear to her gut. This was not a man to threaten.

“What are you doing, boy? Just because I show you the occasional kindness does not mean you can interrupt me. I will see to it that you are punished,” he growled, pale eyes never leaving Arthur’s.

Gwen could see the struggle in Arthur’s eyes as he looked back and forth from the major bishop to her. His actions seemed to shock even himself.

“I have never asked you for anything, I have followed every order without question. I am asking you now: don’t do this,” he said, hesitating. Steeling his resolve, he squeezed harder.

“Arthur, if you do not remove your hand from my person, you will regret it for the rest of your life,” he threatened, his eyes smoldering.

“I swear I’ll break your arm into a thousand pieces,” he snapped back.

“For the last time, if you don’t take your hand off me, I’ll return you to the rat-infested hole I found you in, and I will empty my Remington into your bloated father and junkie mother. Do you understand me?”

Gwen was not sure what was going on. She could see the painful struggle on Arthur’s face, torn between rage and sadness. He held the bishop’s gaze for a moment longer before releasing his arm with a frustrated sigh.

“You’re a real bastard, you know that?” said Arthur, falling back into his seat and bowing his head, scrubbing a hand across his eyes. “I’ll go see about the driver and get us on our way,” he said, reaching for the door.

“No, Arthur, I would like you to stay. This will be part of your punishment,” said the major bishop with a joyless smile before picking up the bottle and once again offering it to her. “Now, young lady, about that drink.”

After a year hanging out at frat houses and college parties, Gwen understood. She had been offered “drinks” many times. She sighed, understanding that she wasn’t quite done spending time with dirty old men in the backs of cars, but the major bishop’s offer interested her. She had done a lot more for less. His SUV made it clear that he was far better off than any of the “friends” she had made since Brandon left her. She would make sure not to waste her opportunity.

“You don’t need this,” she said, taking the bottle from his frail hands and tossing it to Arthur. Locking eyes with the small boy, she began, “I don’t need you to protect me, not that you seem able.”

Giving the old man a coy smile, she straddled his hips, running her hands over his chest before lightly biting his neck. The major bishop’s eyes went wide, stunned for an instant before dropping his mask of kindness and giving her a predatory smile. “Now, my dear bishop, tell me what you like, and remember you said I would want for nothing, so show me what you can give me…”


Chapter 6: In a New York Minute

August 2073

 

The stale air was filled with the stinking odor of sweat, and the stifling heat of so many bodies pressed against her was unbearable, making her skin itch. Rowen was small, easily swept up in the surging tide of the crowd, and had lost all sense of direction, her vision consisting of only legs and elbows as she fought to stay on her feet, the effort driving her past the point of exhaustion, her arms and legs like rubber, throat raw from screaming. She had tried staying near her fallen aunt, only to be tossed around like a rag doll by people desperate to find refuge from the hail of gunfire that filled the Square.

She stumbled once, twice, then a third time before falling hard on the burning pavement. She curled into a ball, wrapping her arms around herself, trying to ward off haphazard kicks and stomps, enduring the pain of each sharp heel on her back, every boot tripping over her. Her vision dimmed, spots began appearing in the corners of her eyes from lack of air, darkness replacing light—

“I got ya, hold on.”

She gasped as strong hands lifted her high above the cloying mob, amazed at the feeling of sweet oxygen filling her lungs, surprised and grateful to see Jonah’s handsome face, creased with worry, dragging her into a storefront filled with cheap postcards, hats, key chains, and gaudy plastic replicas of the Statue of Liberty.

Catching her breath in their small refuge, Rowen watched the chaos with her jaw hanging open, the fleeing crowd pushing, shoving, and trampling one another, all sense of humanity erased in the flight for survival. “Where’s Dad?” she asked, a pang of worry growing in her stomach as she glanced back at her brother.

“Just up the street in another storefront, last I saw,” said Jonah, wringing his hands. “He was looking for Aunt Vanessa.”

“She’s out there,” whispered Rowen, swallowing hard. “She was bleeding, and I don’t think—”

Without warning, Jonah wrapped his arms around her, pulling her deeper into the storefront, his breathing sharp and fast in her ear. She didn’t understand, struggling against him at first, until she recognized the deep thrum of compressed fuel exploding from a rocket turbine, the high-pitched spinning of a rotary cannon spraying thousands of rounds. She only caught a glimpse of the drones that roared by. Dozens of them, matte black, flat and angular, designed for stealth but firing indiscriminately at the fleeing people, painting the hot August concrete red.

She pushed Jonah aside, about to speak when she heard it, like a pounding heart, the deep thumping of helicopter blades closing in on their location. She poked her head out from undercover to see a black-clad helicopter drifting over the Square, weapons bristling. Her spirits lifted suddenly at the possibility that the deadly war machine would save the day, only to have her hopes dashed moments later when thick, black smoke billowed from its tail. She watched in horrid fascination as the drones circled back, like wolves hounding wounded prey.

Rowen covered her mouth in shock as drones stratified once again, almost too fast to see, cannons spitting fire and fury at the chopper, cutting without effort through its armored plating, bullets diving deep into the heart of the faltering beast. Rowen felt her gut wrench watching the engine compartment suddenly explode in a torrent of twisted metal and smoke. She flinched as the machine spun in a wide circle, its tail shattering billboards and holo-projectors all across the area before impacting hard on the side of the building, sending shockwaves throughout the Square and knocking her and Jonah from their feet.

“What do we do?” asked Jonah, eyes wide, struggling to his feet.

Rowen took a deep breath, amazed at how quickly it could all change, the bright lights, the towers of glass and steel reduced to rubble and debris in the blink of an eye. Gazing out at the dead or dying that filled the Square, she swallowed hard, tamping down her feelings. “We have to find Dad. Check your phone, he may have tried calling.”

Nodding, Jonah fumbled with the device, shaking his head a moment later as he showed her the blank screen. Peeking out of the storefront, Rowen could see that things were dying down. In the distance she could hear sirens, the crowds escaped or dead. The drones had moved on, and she decided they should too. The last thing she wanted was to die in the entrance of a souvenir shop, much less in this city. “We find Dad, get somewhere safe,” she said, locking eyes with her brother. “We stay alive.”


Chapter 7: Clean and Sober

December 2075

 

She’d forgotten something. She didn’t know what it was, only that it was important, like she was supposed to meet a friend and couldn’t quite remember where. She only knew that there was this empty space that needed to be filled. It was like this all the time now that her head was clear. She couldn’t understand how normal people went their whole lives like this.

“Ms. Stone, are you listening?”

Gwen flinched, blinking away the cobwebs. “What? Yeah, sorry, can you start over? Not sleeping so good since you folks messed me up.”

The greasy-haired man gave her a yellow-toothed smile, making a note on his tablet. “We made you better, Ms. Stone, don’t forget that! As I was saying, the testing we will do today will create a baseline for the future, allowing us to track your progress.” Gwen forced a small smile onto her face, one she used with clients when she thought they were gross. With his bad hair and blotchy skin, the reverend was definitely in the repulsive category. The way he leered at her made her want to vomit. She had met lots of older guys like him during her last few months in Ann Arbor, men who’d stopped trying a long time ago and couldn’t be bothered to wash properly. She swore she could almost smell the stale sweat from his balls.

“You expect me to move this shit?” said Gwen, fingering a stack of weights taller and wider than she was. She had spent time in the weight rooms before—Brandon’s frat-boy friends like to show off how much they could bench or curl—but nothing compared to this. The dumbbells and metal plates looked like they were made for giants, every piece of dull gray training equipment built to a massive scale, almost cartoonish, each piece bigger than the last, every machine bolted to the floor as if they expected someone to run off with them.

“No, of course not,” smiled the reverend, looking down at his pad then back at her. “You’ve been ascended for less than two weeks, so I doubt very much you will be able to move it. The track the weights are attached to will guide you, and make sure everything stays stable so that you don’t hurt your pretty, little head.”

Gwen bit her bottom lip, stopping herself from telling him to go fuck himself. Instead, she gave him a half smile and turned to face the stack of weights, only to see Arthur at the far end of the gym, watching as always, his face painted with the idiotic grin he had whenever he looked at her. Sighing, she gave him a half salute and returned her attention to the heavy plates of steel.

Arthur was a constant presence from day one at this place, her own personal shadow. When she had awakened from the nightmare of what they did to her, she found him at her side, worrying like a mother hen. He made himself her official guide, saying that he had gone through the process alone and didn’t want her to suffer like he did. The smart part of her supposed he was right, and most of the time he was kind, helpful in smoothing things out for her, and if she was honest, she enjoyed getting lost in those dark eyes, often having to control the twitch in her fingers that made her want to run them through his thick curls. The other part of her—the crazy part, her mother had called it—wanted nothing more than to use the metal plates from the gym to bash in his teeth every time he prattled on about some ridiculous rule or fact.

“Anytime, Ms. Stone. We don’t have all day!”

“Yeah yeah, fuck you, asshole,” she muttered under her breath. She leaned against the stack with her eyes closed and her palms flat against the metal, bracing her feet.

“What was that?” asked the reverend, his voice inching higher.

“Nothing, just...nothing,” she said over her shoulder. She took a deep breath, wanting nothing more than to slap the yellow teeth out of his mouth, put him in his place. She would have done that in the old days. Some people just needed a good cuff to the mouth, and she enjoyed being the one to make it happen, but she knew it would probably be a bad idea. Instead, she pretended the stack of weights in front of her was him, gums flapping away. She closed her eyes, pouring all of her annoyance into the task, and pushed with everything she had, hoping to prove the asshole—

She gasped in shock. She stumbled forward with her arms flailing wide to keep her balance, the weights suddenly having vanished. The terrible sound of metal tearing was followed by a deafening, hollow crash that made her jump back.

Gwen opened her eyes to the sight of heavy plates scattered across the gym, individual weights drilled deep into the far wall. Arthur was standing with eyes wide, his caramel-colored skin suddenly white as a sheet. She looked back and forth between her hands and the torn metal track on the floor where everything had been bolted down, a smile widening on her face. “Fuckin’ aye, I could get used to this,” she said, nodding to herself.

“What did you do! Stupid girl!” The reverend was running up behind her, panting like a dog, the stink of his breath making her gag.

“Who the fuck are you calling stupid?” said Gwen, suddenly taking a step toward him, her smile growing wider when he flinched back. “You said push, so I fuckin’ pushed!”

The reverend raised his hands, palms out, lips twisting with a simpering smile. “Sorry, sorry, I was just shocked, not thinking. No one’s ever done that before,” he said in a shaky voice before furiously tapping on his tablet.

“Just how much weight did I push?” asked Gwen, raising an eyebrow. The greasy-haired man shook his head, not meeting her gaze.

“It’s just under a metric ton,” said Arthur from behind her. “Even after six months, I still can’t move it all.”

“Bullshit,” she said, looking him up and down, sure he was playing with her. She waved her hand toward the damaged equipment. “Did you see that!”

“Yes, I saw it a little too close for comfort. I’m lucky to have my head attached. You’re amazing.”

Gwen couldn’t help but smile. Sometimes he was ok. She just wished—

“Ms. Stone, you will need to come to the infirmary with me,” said the reverend. “We need to run some tests.”

She frowned, not wanting to go back, not wanting to do anything with the creepy reverend. She had spent enough time in the last few weeks being poked and prodded, his filthy hands spending way too much time grabbing and groping her tits. “Why? I feel fine, better than fine,” she said with a laugh. “Why don’t you go somewhere, anywhere, and fuck off!”

“No! Right now,” he said with a squeal, “or do I have to call the major bishop to remind you that you need to follow my orders?”

Folding her arms across her chest, she stared at him, enjoying the sudden redness in his face, his nostrils flaring as he tried to stare her down.

The reverend opened his mouth to speak, only to have Arthur silence him with a raised hand. Giving her a tight-lipped smile, he began, “Maybe it would be a good idea to find out how any of this is possible.” Moving closer to her, speaking in a low voice, he said, “Reverend Carmichael is an idiot, but if he tells the major bishop you’re not cooperating, it could go badly. Just play along for a bit. I’ll come with you to watch your back, ok?” he finished, nodding at her.

With a deep sigh, Gwen blew out her cheeks. “Ok, just ‘cause you asked nicely,” she said, her smile returning as she slipped her arm around his, motioning to Carmichael to lead the way.


Chapter 8: Seahawk Down

August 2073

 

Rowen glared at her smart device, fighting the urge to smash the stupid thing to bits. It was fully charged, everything green across the board, as her mother used to say, but whatever she did, the power failed every few minutes. Not that it mattered anyway—the city still had a communications blackout with no signals getting in or out. It was the oddest feeling. She had lived her whole life being able, at any time, to use her smart device to get any information she needed, to communicate at will. She felt as though she was missing an arm or a leg. Clearly, whoever the invaders were, they were in complete control.

They spent the remainder of the day holed up in the souvenir shop, peeking out every few minutes in vain hopes of seeing their father. The sounds of sirens and gunshots echoing in the distance made them think twice about leaving, so they barricaded the door and stayed put. Directly outside, it was quiet. They hadn’t seen any more drones, and the Square was empty, at least from what she could see. The whole area was a wild mess of fallen debris making it difficult to see anything, and the fallen helicopter precariously leaning against one of the buildings drilled home the stark reality that they were trapped in a war zone. The tiny store was little more than four walls packed to the ceiling with junk, things meant to sit on tables collecting dust or given as gifts that were quickly discarded. She wanted to do something, but a quick search of the place yielded nothing interesting, just a scratched and faded aluminum baseball bat that sat beside the cash. Rowen sat with her clothes drenched, sweat dripping down her forehead, miserable in the August heat, suffering the stale air that only seemed to get worse when the sun went down, humidity playing havoc with her wild curls.

Beside her, Jonah snorted and snored. “How can he sleep at a time like this,” she muttered under her breath, envious as he slept away on the cool floor, clueless to the world around him. Rowen knew she should do the same; her parents had told her that in the field, sleep was a luxury never to be missed. Jonah had learned that lesson well, but for some reason she was being hardheaded, knowing that just outside the window bodies were haphazardly strewn around the Square, regular people cut down in cold blood by enemy drones, her aunt one of them. Every time she closed her eyes, she could still see her vacant stare, the pool of blood spreading beneath her.

She rubbed her tired eyes, wanting to forget. With a sigh, she curled up next to her brother in the vain hope of catching some sleep. The cool floor against her cheek was a welcome relief, the steady rhythm of Jonah’s snoring working like strange magic to calm her racing mind. It only took a few moments before she was drifting, enjoying the dreamy comfort between sleep and wakefulness, her eyelids heavy.

The sound of crunching glass outside brought her fully awake, her heart suddenly pounding out of her chest. Not bothering to be subtle, she rolled into Jonah, shaking him hard by the front of his shirt. “Jonah, get up. Someone’s coming,” she whispered loudly.

Jonah came awake with a start, pushing her off and bolting to his feet, eyes darting in all directions before his shoulders suddenly slumped. “If you’re waking me up for nothing, I’m gonna kill you!” he said, seeing nothing amiss, nearly falling as Rowen pulled him back into a crouch beside her.

“Someone’s on the street, really close.”

Looking out into the street, he shook his head, rolling his eyes at her. “I don’t hear or see anything. It’s probably just rats, city’s full of ’em. Stop being a moron. No one knows we’re here.”

“I’m not a moron; you’re just an idiot,” she said, punching him in the shoulder. “I haven’t seen—”

Rowen felt like someone had punched her in the stomach when the card rack blocking the door tumbled over, clanging loudly on broken tile, the door to the small shop forced open by a figure large enough to block out the few rays of moonlight that illuminated the store, leaving them in near darkness.

Without thinking, she grabbed the aluminum baseball bat sitting beside the cash register and lunged for the figure with a primal roar, swinging wildly.

“Whoa! Easy, tiger,” said her father’s unmistakable baritone voice, calmly avoiding her swing and knocking the bat from her grip, deftly catching it before it fell to the floor. “Tactics before bravery, Rowen; think before you attack,” he said, wrapping her in a bear of a hug.

Gasping in shock, Rowen buried herself in her father’s arms, squeezing as hard as she could, her smile widening as Jonah suddenly plowed into them, his head buried in their father’s shoulder. She shuddered, feeling the tension and worry drain from her shoulders, grateful that they had found one another. She held on until she couldn’t breathe anymore, the humidity making everything wet and sticky.

“Are either of you hurt, anything, no matter how small,” he said, spinning each of them around, eyeing them up and down.

“No, nothing. We’re fine, Dad,” said Jonah, shrugging off his hand. “How did you find us?”

Her father smiled, ruffling Rowen’s curls. “I was across the Square, and I kept seeing a mop of red curls in the window. You gotta duck lower, dear. A sniper would take your head like that.”

Rowen cringed, burying her face in her hands. “Sorry, Dad, I don’t know what—”

“Rowen, it’s ok, I don’t think anyone would have noticed but me. But if you always practice good habits, you’ll do it when it really counts. Understood?”

She gave him a tight-lipped smile, nodding her head.

“What do we do now?” asked Jonah.

Her dad pursed his lips, looking around the store. “Well, we can’t stay here, that’s for sure, but I don’t want to leave the area until I know your aunt is safe. I was hoping she was with you guys.”

At the mention of her aunt, Rowen looked away suddenly, her breathing short. Before she had to say anything, Jonah spoke up, saying what she couldn’t. “She didn’t make it, Dad, I saw her get mowed down by one of those drones. It was quick.”

Her father’s mouth opened and closed, but nothing came out. He stumbled back, grabbing one of the store shelves to hold himself up. “She was right beside me when it happened. I’m so sorry,” Rowen said, reaching out to him.

“Vanessa’s dead,” he said in a flat tone, quietly turning his back to them, hands on his hips and looking at the ceiling. She saw Jonah from the corner of her eye hugging himself, looking at his shoes. They stayed like that, she wasn’t sure for how long, neither of them daring to say a word. They had just put their mother, the love of his life, to rest, and now his only sister, gone. Rowen found herself torn, wanting to reach out to him, sure that he didn’t want that. She blew out her cheeks, about to say something when he turned around. “We can’t stay here. I saw some kind of airborne drone patrolling on my way here. It’s only a matter of time before we’re seen. We need to move to a secure area, make contact with US Armed Forces, and find out what the hell is going on.”

“Dad, are you ok?” she asked, her hand twitching to reach out.

“This is the mission,” he said, waving her off. “Jonah, consider this the start of your training program. Rowen, I need to know I can depend on you. This is serious now.”

A line appeared on her forehead as she narrowed her brows. “Yes, sir!” she said, stiffening, trying to keep the annoyance from her voice. She had spent her whole life doing everything she could to be like him, like her mother. That he thought she couldn’t handle it when push came to shove pissed her off, but acting like a child would be the worst thing she could do now. She would be professional, use everything she knew to be the best she could, and make him proud.

Her father nodded at both of them. “We are going to head to the old Forty-Second Street subway,” he began, looking out the window and outlining their path with his finger. “It’s been boarded up for years now, but the tunnels are still there. We can access them through some of the storefronts they built over the place with. Back in ’33, after Hurricane Otto drowned the entire city, I led a team underground that helped install a new pumping system for Manhattan Island.

Rowen frowned, scrunching up her face. “Wouldn’t it all be gross by now, rotten?”

Her father shook his head. Rowen was glad to see a brief smile appear on his face. “No, everything was sealed airtight.”

“It’s better than nothing,” said Jonah.

“Ok, kids, let’s get moving,” he said, removing his Beretta from its holster on his back. He pointed the weapon away from him, ejecting the clip and pulling back the slide, inspecting the chamber. Once he was sure the weapon was to his satisfaction, he slid the clip back in place and disengaged the safety. “We have one gun with only two extra clips. That’s it.”

Rowen nodded, falling in behind him as they crept out of the store, Jonah bringing up the rear. She paused, letting her eyes adapt to the near darkness, hints of moonlight peeking through the clouds the only light in the dead city. “We’ll hug the shops on the west side of the street,” said her father over his shoulder. “If I have to engage anyone or anything, you run; get to cover. Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” they whispered in unison. Moving down the street, it took only a few moments before she was constantly wiping sweat from her forehead, the late-night humidity forming an ocean down her back, soaking her bra and sending her into a frenzy of awkward twists to scratch at the offending spots in hard-to-reach places. Annoyed, Rowen leaned against a light post, a wave of relief running through her as she shimmied back and forth, finally getting a moment of relief.

“You should just take it off,” laughed Jonah with a snort, the whites of his teeth glowing in the moonlight. “It’s not like it’s holding up anything.”

Ignoring him, she raced to keep up with her father, who had slowed as he approached the downed helicopter. What annoyed her the most was she knew he was right; the damn thing itched so much it made her want to tear her skin off, and at last check, after all of her begging and pleading with the boob gods, she had nothing to show for it. But she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. Knowing Jonah, he would never let her forget that he was right and she was wrong.

She was just behind her father, ducking past the downed helicopter, when the itch came again. With a sigh, she reached over her shoulder to scratch when she felt a tightening of her bra strap and then a horrible snap that sent waves of pain into her back, like someone had stabbed her with a red-hot poker between the shoulder blades. Without thinking, she screeched, her voice echoing in the dark.

She turned to see Jonah bent over, hands over his mouth, shoulders shaking with laughter.

Rowen went stiff, balling her fists as her blood boiled. Surging forward, she shoved her foot behind his calf, his eyes widening in surprise as she elbowed him to the ground with all her strength. He fell hard, landing on his tailbone with a grunt, the smile vanishing from his face. “You little shit; it’s just a joke!” he said, springing to his feet like a leopard ready to pounce.

Rowen braced herself, a surge of adrenaline coursing through her. Her father suddenly appeared, his thick arms separating them and holding them at bay with ease. “Are you out of your goddamn minds?” he whispered, shaking each of them in turn. “This is a war zone. We don’t have time for this, so quit it, or I’ll make you.”

Rowen struggled against her father’s grip, nostrils flaring, blood pounding in her ears, wanting nothing more than to claw out her brother’s eyes.

“That’s enough!” said her father in a quiet whisper. “Apologize to him.”

Rowen stopped struggling, her jaw falling open. “Me! He started it!” she said through clenched teeth. Her father cocked his head, his raised eyebrow telling her he would accept no less. “Fine, I’m sorry, but if you touch me again I’m gonna break something.”

“Apology accepted,” said Jonah, a small smile dancing on his lips in knowing he’d gotten to her.

Shrugging out of her father’s grip, Rowen stormed off, kicking at pieces of broken concrete with each step. She could feel the heat in her cheeks, anger boiling in her belly, glancing back at the two of them, heads together. She wished—

Suddenly startled, she jumped back, an ear-piercing shriek escaping her lips before she could stop herself. Falling over like a drunken sailor, she scampered back toward her father and brother who bolted to her, her father with his Beretta at the ready in front, Jonah kneeling at her side, giving her a questioning look.

“There’s someone in there,” she said, breathing hard, pointing to the darkened cockpit with a trembling hand. From this close, she could see the airframe and tail were little more than twisted messes of bent rotors and blackened, burnt metal, precariously leaning against a fallen billboard and some fallen power lines. She had only a brief glimpse of whoever it was, but it was enough to send chills down her spine. “How could anyone survive that kind of crash?” Dusting herself off, she sprang to her feet, darting over and putting her hands on the glass, peering in.

Her father shrugged, taking a few cautious steps closer. “The chopper took a hell of a beating,” he said, lightly brushing his hand across what looked like a few high-explosive impacts in the armored plating. “But it’s not like the old days when a crash like this meant certain death. With modern restraining fields in place to absorb the brunt of an impact, the chances of survival are pretty good.”

She shrugged, seeing nothing but shadows, almost sure it must have been a trick of the light, when a hand slammed against the other side of the glass, a pale face suddenly visible as moonlight broke through the clouds.

“Holy crap,” said Jonah, flinching beside her, clutching his chest.

Rowen could see the pilot was in bad shape, caked blood covering the side of his head, his skin ashen with deep bags under his eyes. His lips, chapped and faded, mouthed words they couldn’t hear.

“Can you make out what he’s saying?” asked Jonah.

Rowen shook her head, knowing only that he was tangled in his flight harness like a fly caught in a web, trapped and needing help.

“He’s probably dehydrated in there,” said her father, squatting down to get a better look at him. “If he’s been in there all day in this heat, he’s probably too far gone for us to help. I’ve seen guys whose brains were so swollen from heat stroke that they were pretty much walking corpses. We don’t have time for this. We need to keep moving.”

“So we’re just going to leave him there!” said Rowen, giving him a sidelong glance. “What happened to ‘no one gets left behind!’”

“C’mon, sis, you know that policy was abandoned years ago,” said Jonah, shaking his head. “This is the perfect example of why it makes sense. What if we lose you or me or Dad trying to save this guy? It just costs too many lives!”

“But Dad—!”

“No! We just don’t have the resources to help anyone,” said her father, standing up and putting a hand on her shoulder. “We have no way to get inside. The doors are sealed shut, and that glass is aluminum oxynitride: ALON. It can take a shot from a .50 caliber without a scratch. There’s no way my Beretta is getting through that.”

Rowen balled her fist, shaking her head in frustration. They were better than this; she was sure of it. Thinking on her feet, she changed tactics. “He might have information. He might know what’s going on.”

Her father frowned at the pale man in the helicopter before turning his back. “I know your mother and I raised you to believe we can save everyone, but given our circumstances, I’m not going to risk our lives for some stranger.”

Rowen felt her jaw drop as her father walked away, not bothering to look back.

“C’mon, let’s get going,” said Jonah, brushing past her, his eyes looking everywhere except at her.

She stood stock-still, her eyes locked on the pale-faced pilot, her mind racing, when he disappeared from view, a pang of fear blooming in her gut. Panicking, Rowen pounded on the unyielding glass, sure that he had passed out. She was about to give up when she heard a hiss followed by an ear-piercing screech of metal grinding against metal. She stepped back, realizing that one of the doors at the cargo section of the craft had opened partway. When the pilot reappeared, Rowen could see him frantically pointing upward, pleading.

“Rowen! I told you to get the hell away from that thing,” said her father, racing back, Jonah on his heels.

Seeing her chance, and before anyone could stop her, Rowen grasped one of the landing struts, scampering up the side of the fallen helicopter like a lizard, deftly slipping into the narrow gap of the half-open panel. She had just enough time to slip past the wrecked door when she heard her father’s deep voice cursing after her. Ignoring him, she entered the tangled mess, knowing she would pay for this later. He worried too much. Her parents always told her actions speak louder than words. People got caught up saying they were going to do a good thing and not actually doing it.

The interior of the Seahawk was in total disarray, stinking of melted plastic and burnt machinery, equipment normally tied down strewn around the cargo section. “Can you hear me? My name is Rowen,” she called out, carefully testing her footing with each step as she made her way down to the front of the wreck, doing her best to avoid cutting herself on the protruding struts of metal and hanging wires blocking her path. Once at the front, she found the pilot struggling unsuccessfully with his one good arm to extract himself from the tangled harness, each attempt marring his face with lines of pain.

‘Yeah, hey,” he croaked, a shudder running through him. “Thank you, thank you so much. I didn’t think I was going to make it.”

With a grunt he turned to face her, struggling hard against the belt that held him in place. “You really are just a kid,” he said, his tired eyes going wide. “I thought I was imagining seeing you out there.”

“You don’t look much older than me,” she said, finally getting a good look at him. Rowen found him handsome, his boyish features and pale blond hair making him look more like a holo-star than a pilot, yet despite his navy flight suit being rumpled and stained with sweat, he still managed to look the part of a soldier.

“Hi, I’m Scott, by the way: Scott Gibbs. My friends just call me Gibbs!” he said with a nervous wave. “Listen, I’m not ungrateful for you coming in here to save my ass... Shit, can I say ass around a kid? Fuck, now I’ve gone and said shit!” he said as his face went from pink to beet red.

“I think you better quit while you’re ahead. It’s nothing I haven’t heard before,” she said with a wry grin.

“Yeah, there’s an idea. I guess your dad didn’t want you coming in here,” he said, pointing a thumb at her father on the other side of the glass. “Something tells me you’ve got a major ass-whooping in your future, kid.” Rowen could only cringe at the scowl on her father’s face, and while she couldn’t hear what he was saying...she was sure it wouldn’t be pleasant for her later, but for the moment she had a mission. “So how about we get you out of this mess,” she said, looking around, bracing herself between the side of the frame and his seatback.

“Yeah, good idea,” he said, nodding. “My duffel is in the cargo compartment on the left up there. Emergency supplies in there too. There should be something to cut with in the supply kit.”

Rowen nodded, climbing toward where he pointed. Balancing herself, she shouldered his bag, still hanging off an anchor at the door. Following his instructions, she braced her foot against a handle embedded in the floor, twisting it to reveal a small locker packed with a med kit and rations. Beneath it all she found a combat knife Velcroed to a sealed plastic case. Opening it, her eyebrows shot up, a low whistle escaping her lips.

“What’s going on? Are you ok! Did you find everything?” said Gibbs, his pitch rising with each word.

“Is this yours?” asked Rowen, holding up the slick weapon she found in the case.

“What’s mine?” he stammered.

“The SIG. You’ve got good taste,” she said, admiring the sleek lines. “SIG Sauer P620, a major upgrade from the old-school SIG P320. Reflector sight, .357 rounds, seventeen rounds per clip expandable to twenty-one rounds. This just came out less than six months ago. Amazing.” Rowen ran a finger along its matte black finish. Marveling at how small and compact it was, how perfectly it fit in her hand. She twirled the gun, pulled back the slide, ejected the clip, and then did a quick safety check, just enjoying the simple pleasure of inspecting it.

“The gun? Yeah, sure, sure it’s mine. Can you get me out of here? It’s been a rough day. There should be a canteen in my duffel, if you could, please,” called Gibbs from below, his voice hoarse.

“What? Oh, sorry. Let’s get you out of here; hold on a sec,” said Rowen, putting the SIG back in its case with a pang of regret before shoving it into his pack and rummaging around for water. Using the Velcro strap, she attached the knife around her leg. She shouldered the canteen she found and carefully made her way back down to him.

“Here, take this,” she said, opening the cap and handing it to him. He gave her a grateful nod as he drank deeply, droplets of water running down his chin. “I’ll try not to cut you,” she said with a half smile, sawing into the strap. It only took a moment to cut through, freeing the hapless lieutenant, who tumbled unceremoniously against the helicopter controls, causing the entire wreck to shift, sending waves of renewed panic through her.

He groaned, struggling to his feet as he gripped his injured shoulder. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

With her help, they slowly made their way back to the hatch. “There’s a pneumatic release on the left side of the door. If you pull on it, it will blow the hatch.”

“Wait,” said Rowen, looking around. “Any other weapons? It’s pretty rough out there and we only have my father’s sidearm—and now yours—but it would be best if we’re all able to respond if things go south,” she said, patting the case in his duffel.

“You’re joking, right!” said Gibbs, raising an eyebrow. “Aren’t you, like, ten?”

She sniffed, feeling somewhat insulted. “Uhh, I’m fourteen, and I’ll have you know I’ve been shooting every day since I was six. I can handle a handgun just fine. I came in first in the fourteen-and-under USA shooting competition earlier this year.” Coming up to the door, she gripped the lever, praying that it would work. She didn’t think the lieutenant would be able to squeeze through the tiny crack in the door, especially with a dislocated arm.

“What kind of parent has their kid playing with guns every day?”

She rolled her eyes at him like he was an idiot, shaking her head at his stupidity. “Have you seen my dad? He’s Special Forces, and my mom was too,” she said, straining hard on the door release to little effect. “I don’t think I can get it open by myself. Can you give me a hand here?”

Nodding, Gibbs squeezed in next to her, awkwardly trying to find a way to use his good arm to help. “Weren’t they afraid you’d hurt yourself? Or someone else!”

Rowen took a deep breath to calm herself. She knew from past experiences that if she let her anger get the best of her, poor Scott here would have two busted arms instead of one.

“Ok, I’ll say this slowly for you: if you have half a brain and know what you’re doing, you’ll only hurt the people you intend to. Guns are fine, moron! My parents, they train every day when they’re home, and they take us with them. I got bored just watching, so I asked to try it. My mother taught me at first, then my dad. I kinda fell in love with it. Since then, I shoot every day. What’s the big deal?”

“Well, you don’t really act like any twelve-year-old I have met. Growing up in Jersey, Seaside Heights, we just hung out on the boardwalk and played foosball, no guns, no anything, just a bunch of us being normal,” he finished, finally getting a solid grip on the lever.

“I’m fourteen. You don’t listen too well, do you? How have you survived in the navy this long?” she asked, frowning at him. “Anyway, what’s normal? Any army kids will tell you that our normal is knowing that when your parents go to work they may never come back! Civilian kids are nothing but soft whiny morons that only care about stupid stuff, like what their favorite actors did yesterday and dumb holo-tube trends.”

“That’s pretty sad, I’m so sorry,” he said with a strange look in his eyes. “Here, let’s try on three.”

Rowen braced her leg against the partition and pulled on the handle. “Nothing to be sorry about,” she said, looking away.

“Guns just aren’t my thing.”

“Really? Then why did you join the service?” asked Rowen.

Gibbs broke into a boyish grin. “Flying! I love to fly, only place you get to have any real freedom.”

Rowen nodded. “Makes sense. Ok, on three,” she said, taking a deep breath, counting down with him, and pulling. The hatch blew out, sending what was left of the door blasting end over end out onto the street below, the impact echoing loud enough to make her cringe. Rowen made her way out of the Seahawk, jumping the last few feet to the ground as her brother reached up to help Scott, who gave her a grateful smile. Her father was waiting, arms crossed, his face a thunderhead of anger.

“What the hell do you think you were doing? You could have gotten hurt, or worse—” he began, screaming.

“Dad, I’m fine. I’m not stupid. I was careful,” she said, not looking at him.

“I know you’re not stupid, Rowen!” he exploded, grabbing her by the shoulders and shaking her. “But you just did a very stupid thing. What if that vehicle had exploded or collapsed while you were inside? Right now, this is a dangerous situation, and this is why we follow orders. Do you—”

“I got the job done! I was the only one who could get the job done and I did it,” she screamed right back at him, shrugging his hands off her. “I did the right thing. I know I did! You would have done exactly what I did if you could have!”

“Goddamn it! I just want to keep you safe, Rowen. You’re only fourteen, for Christ’s sake!”

The more he spoke, the more she saw red. “Just like you kept mom safe!” she screamed, not caring anymore. “We still don’t know what happened. You won’t even tell us!”

Her father suddenly looked like he’d been shot, a blank expression passing across his handsome face. When he spoke, his voice was a hoarse whisper. “That’s not fair, kiddo, and it’s not the same. This is a dangerous situation—”

“Yeah, this is really dangerous!” she said, not relenting. “So why are we wasting our time having this dumb argument? I’m fine; you’re fine; Jonah is fine! The pilot is fine! Mission accomplished, so let’s go!” she raged, stomping past him, storming down the darkened street, not caring if they were following.


Chapter 9: The Infirmary

December 2075

 

The white, sterile walls and stainless steel, along with the sharp odor of antiseptic, made Arthur’s stomach turn. Just seeing the thick leather straps that had held him in place made his eyes water with the memory of what had been done to him here. Being here made him itch all over, like insects were crawling around his skull. They took him apart here, transformed him cell by cell—to what, he still wasn’t sure. He had done his best to avoid this place since then, but the room was as he remembered it, wide as it was long, cold and unwelcoming, filled with smooth paneled machines polished to a high gloss, eerily quiet, with only the occasional groan of pain interrupting the low hum of medical equipment and personnel silently working. The doctors and nurses here were miracle workers, rebuilding the regular soldiers who were wounded in service to the corps, the mostly forgotten men and women who fought on the front lines day in and day out, who did most of the grunt work but got none of the glory. Among them, glowing like a beacon, and the only reason he could bear this place: Gwen.

She sat on a metal bench, dressed in white, leaning back with her legs swinging off the side, grinning like a mischievous child. Above her head a holographic display pulsed, displaying an infinite stream of data, most of it a soft blue, small hints of red flaring now and again. Beside her, Reverend Carmichael tapped away furiously on his tablet, not daring to look at her, his gaze shifting back and forth from his tablet to the display floating above. Gwen, to her enjoyment, was doing her best to frighten the greasy-haired reverend, every few moments casually flicking a hand through her hair or stretching out like a cat, her hands lightly brushing against him, causing the yellow-toothed man to flinch or duck uncontrollably. She laughed gleefully each time.

Arthur forced his gaze to his feet, knowing that if she caught him staring, she would spend the rest of the day being prickly, rolling her eyes at him. He couldn’t understand why he stared so much; it upset him that most of the time he didn’t realize he was doing it.

Arthur sucked in a deep breath as her full-throated laugh penetrated the din. Squeezing his eyes shut to not look, he was about to wander around the infirmary when a cool hand brushed against his shoulder, causing him to stiffen. “We often covet those close to us,” said a reedy voice that he immediately recognized.

He looked over his shoulder to find the major bishop giving him a thin-lipped smile before turning his pale, watery eyes to Gwen.

“I’m just making sure she’s ok,” said Arthur, following his gaze before quickly looking back to his feet when she glanced his way. “There was an incident in the gym.”

“Yes, I saw the footage. Impressive,” he said, his icy hand lingering on his shoulder, softly caressing. “Even then, you don’t give this level of attention to any of your other peers. What’s so special about this one?”

“Nothing, just...I don’t know. I want to be near her,” he said, trying to squirm away from the major bishop’s touch only to find the old man gripping tightly to his shoulder, his bony hand like iron, holding him in place.

“A feeling I know all too well,” said the major bishop, pulling Arthur close enough that he could feel his frail body hidden beneath his red silk robes. “She is talented, your young friend. Rarely have I been so well attended.”

Arthur stilled his features, returning his gaze to Gwen, choking back the bile forming in the back of his throat. He was surprised to find her staring back, a frown marring her beautiful face. “If you’ve seen the footage, you saw how strong she was,” he said, wanting to change the subject. “How is that even possible? I went through the process months before her, and I can’t move half the weight she threw across the gym like it was nothing.”

Arthur flinched as the old man’s lingering hand traced a line down his spine. “Yes, the girl will be a fine addition to the current field team. The good reverend will solve the mystery of the how and the why.”

In a moment of panic, Arthur reached back, suddenly gripping the major bishop’s hand as it began to caress his lower back, gliding lower with each pass. “Please,” he began, his eyes pleading as he held the bony appendage in place, “there are people here. Everyone will see.”

The major bishop frowned, his brow drawing together. “And how is that relevant, boy?”

Arthur’s eyes darted back and forth, trying to see the entire room at once, praying, his heart falling when he saw Gwen was watching with a hawkish gaze. “People will know, sir. People will see!” said Arthur, letting go once he saw the murderous look in the other man’s eyes.

“Do you think I care!” he said, speaking through clenched teeth, suddenly running his hand through Arthur’s thick curls before violently pulling on the back of his head, throwing the younger man off balance. “I could order you to strip naked in front of everyone. I could murder you where you stand, and not a soul in this room would flinch. These people respect their betters, know who they should be afraid of—a lesson you could stand to learn!”

Arthur staggered forward. The major bishop forced his head down, his iron grip unrelenting. “I’m sorry,” he gulped, not sure what else he could say.

“I can do what I want, when I want, boy, and if you touch me again, I will make an example of you. Do I make—”

Arthur felt himself pulled away with a sudden lurch, the major bishop’s icy grip vanishing, replaced by Gwen’s warm touch, who inserted herself between them, arms crossed. “That’s enough. Leave the little dude alone.”

The old man stretched to his full height, raising his chin. “Have you gone insane?” he said, surprise in his voice. “You should know your place by now, girl. Return to the examination table, or I will make you suffer in the most painful way.”

She gave him a wry smile, tossing her hair. “I may be trash from Eight Mile, but I’m not stupid. Your little bitch-boy Carmichael over there pisses himself every time I look at him. I’m pretty sure I could turn this place to rubble in less time than it takes to get you off. There isn’t shit you people can do to me and you know it.”

“Ms. Stone, remember where we found you. It wouldn’t be hard to put you back!”

“Bullshit,” she said with a laugh. “There’s no way you assholes are giving me up now, not with what I can do, but don’t stress. I wanna be here for now, so I’ll play along. But Arthur here doesn’t want to do the nasty in front of people. Throw him a bone; keep it private. It’s not asking too much.”

Behind her, Arthur’s hand shot up to cover his smile, his eyes bulging as the major bishop’s pale face turned a bright shade of red.

“Get out of my sight, the both of you!” he said in a harsh whisper, waving them away.

“C’mon, Arthur, we got cooler places to be, with much more attractive people to see,” said Gwen, quoting a popular singer, linking her arm to his and pulling him along.

“Why did you do that? He’s gonna murder us,” said Arthur, looking back to see the major bishop seething.

“Don’t look at him,” said Gwen, brushing a finger on his cheek to make him face forward. “He shouldn’t treat you like a bitch. My mom was the same way, always wanting to embarrass me. Anyway, look at him, he still doesn’t know how to react. Fuckers like him never do when people stand up to them.”

“Yeah, but what happens when he comes to his senses?” said Arthur, hesitating.

“Oh, we’re totally fucked,” she said with a brilliant smile, “but until then, clear horizons!”


Chapter 10: Incoming!

August 2073

 

She walked alone, brooding in silence, pale glimmers of moonlight dancing with the shadows on the broken road ahead of her. She could see her goal up ahead, an older building her father said once served as the entrance to Grand Central subway station. Once there, they would hopefully find a way down into the forgotten tunnels, finding a place to hunker down until they could get out of this mess. She sighed, wishing this was all a dream, that she would wake up and find herself back home, her still mother alive.

Hearing a noise from behind her, she rolled her eyes, knowing what was coming. She knew her brother’s heavy gait anywhere. “How pissed is he?” she asked over her shoulder, slowing to let him catch up.

“Super pissed. I thought he was going to shoot you for a sec there, but I managed to talk him out of it,” said Jonah, his smile glowing brightly in the dark. “I told him you’re a pretty good shot, and it would be better to take you out after we get out of this mess!”

“My god, do you have to be such a jerk all the time?” she said, punching him in the arm. He responded in kind, giving her a little shove that was more affectionate than hostile.

“Yeah, I do. It’s my job to make you crazy. It builds character!” he said, raising his chin proudly before lowering his voice and whispering to her, “You really laid it out for Dad. I’ve never seen him speechless, but it had to be said. I don’t think he knows how bad it is for us, especially now that Mom is gone.”

She wrapped her arms around her shoulders, gooseflesh running up her forearms despite the oppressive heat. Before their mother had died, they spent a lot of time talking about it, what would happen if they lost one or both parents. Growing up on base, they saw it all the time. They both had had friends whose moms or dads came home with a flag draped over a coffin. She couldn’t have imagined anything worse...until the day it they got the call. “I wish he would just tell us what happened, classified or not. We deserve to know,” she said.

Jonah nodded, pulling on an earlobe. “Yeah, if they were so grateful for her service, they could send us more than a shitty letter.”

“What about the pilot?” asked Rowen, wanting to change the subject. She felt like it was the only thing they talked about these days.

“Didn’t know anything,” said Jonah, reading her thoughts. “He and most of his crew had shore leave, but he drew the short straw and was assisting the coast guard with a search and rescue of some senator’s son who got lost on a camping trip Upstate. He was on his way back to the ship to refuel when they waved him off from landing, told him to get outta Dodge, so that’s what he did. He got chased into the harbor by unknown drones. He says his comm system went dead at first, controls went nuts moments later, taking him over the city. Stick went completely dead not long after, and well, we know the rest. Are you going to apologize?” he asked suddenly, looking over his shoulder.

Rowen coughed, cocking her head to one side, listening. “No way. It may have been the wrong time to tell him, but—”

Jonah stopped in his tracks, looking up at the stars, an odd expression on his face.

Rowen followed his gaze, noticing a distant hum. “What is that?” Before she could say more she saw her father half carrying, half dragging a semiconscious Gibbs.

“Move! Move!” he shouted, a wild look in his eye. “We’ve got incoming, we need to get underground, now!” said her father, pointing to a store entrance that would lead to the subway, still a block away.

“I don’t understand, what’s happening, Dad?” asked Rowen, taking the lead as Jonah slipped an arm around Gibbs, helping her father carry him. She heard it more clearly now, the deep-throated growl of thousands of turboprops high above them, making her heart race and filling her with dread.

“I’d know that sound anywhere,” said her father, looking up and then hurrying his pace. “Predator MQ-52 attack drones, never seen them stateside, but in the Middle East we used them to wipe out hard targets, carpet-bomb large swaths of captured territory. This must be a counter-offensive of some kind. Someone in the chain of command must have determined that the city is lost.”

“So, what, they’re just going to bomb everything?” said Rowen, stopping in her tracks and raising her hands in frustration. “What about all the people who live here!”

Her father shook his head, pushing her along. “The Dubai Doctrine. After the war with Al-Qaeda in the Emirates, some bean counter decided it was pointless to use troops for urban deployment, that it was better and more efficient to destroy everything and rebuild later.”

Rowen was sure the predators were right above them now. She could feel the reverberations running through her body like she was standing on a loudspeaker at a concert, half-deaf from the roar of their turboprops. “Yeah, but—”

Rowen raised a hand to shield her eyes, the night suddenly turned to day by hundreds of contrails appearing in the night sky coming from the north. She could almost make out the triangular enemy drones riding pillars of blue-and-white flame, shining brightly against the black of the night sky.

“Good god, they’re countering,” screamed her brother, his mouth hanging open.

“They’re coming from the park,” said her father, pointing. “The enemy must be using it as a rallying point.”

Having no other choice, they broke into a run, pandemonium ensuing above them. Swarms of rocket-propelled enemy drones met the oncoming waves of predators with a wall of heavy-caliber machine-gun fire, red tracer rounds looking like knife cuts against the curtain of night. The predators were cut to pieces, exploding in blossoms of orange and white, fuel and unfired munitions thundering like a grim fireworks display.

“There must be hundreds of them,” said Rowen, mesmerized by the chaos above, doing her best to dodge the burning pieces of metal and plastic that fell from the sky. She barely had time to raise a hand to shield her face as a falling predator struck the side of a building just ahead, shrapnel exploding everywhere with a hollow roar. Her breath was sucked from her lungs, her small form raggedly blasted halfway across the street by the concussive wave. She landed hard on the hood of an abandoned taxi, its windshield a web of broken glass cutting into her skin. She screamed as flames washed over her, blistering her skin, each breath scorching agony. Coughing painfully, she lay there for a moment, looking at the sky, fighting to catch her breath. High above, thousands of the smaller enemy drones swarmed like hornets around the lumbering predator-class bombers, too slow to strike back. Wincing in pain, she fought her way to her feet, only to stumble off the side of the taxi with a heavy thud, pain lancing across her back. She wanted to lay there, give up, just die in the street like her poor aunt.

Then Jonah was there, kneeling above her, a winning grin on his face as he dragged her unsteadily to her feet, shouldering the bulk of her weight. “C’mon, ugly, no sleeping on the job. You’re gonna be fine. Looks like you got all your bits...except the boobs,” he said, laughing. She frowned at him, not knowing whether to punch him or hug him, grateful to have him at her side. She looked around to see her father with Gibbs, waving them to the entrance leading to the shops just across the street. She blinked in amazement, only now realizing how far she’d flown.

“It hurts, oh god it hurts,” she said wincing, finding that she was ok walking on her own despite the painful blistering on her skin.

“No problem, let’s get the hell outta here while we still can!” he said, keeping low as shrapnel and debris continued to fall from the drone battle overhead.

As they started moving toward the entrance, she could see him struggling. Clearly he had been hurt too. He favored his left leg, wincing with every step. “Here, lean on me,” she said, surprised at how quickly their roles had reversed.

“No, it’s ok, I’ll be fine. Run. I’m right behind you. No sense in both of us being out in the open like this.”

“Ok, just hurry up,” she said, breaking into a run, quickly arriving at the entryway. Peering into the darkened storefront, she could see her father down a wide flight of stairs, searching for a way deeper into the subway, waving them deeper into the complex. Turning back for Jonah, she blanched in horror, her breath quickening. She heard it before she saw it, the high-pitched whine of a burning predator drone, careening end over end to the entrance of the building like a meteor. Without thought, she bolted, taking the steps down three at a time in a mindless panic. She felt the shockwave before the heat washed over her, the explosion sending her hurtling hard through the glass window of the shop beyond the stairs. She found luck, bouncing on some sort of soft store display that cushioned her fall, dumping her face-first onto the tiled floor. She bounded to her feet, wiping away something wet running down her face, blinking away the pain as adrenaline surged through her, looking expectantly to see Jonah racing down the stairs, only to find at the top of the stairs, where the entrance should be nothing but darkness and stone, scant traces of light illuminating the concrete dust filling the air.

She stood dazed, staring at nothing, her knees shaking. “Oh my god, no, Jonah...” she whispered, finally collapsing where she stood, succumbing to nothingness.


Chapter 11: Breakfast at Fort Carson

February 2076

 

Keeping up the illusion was important, the pretense that he was asleep no matter what, so Arthur did his best to lay still, keep his breathing steady, squeezing his eyes tight while the major bishop did his business. He could cry later.

Blocking everything out, he pretended that he was someone else, far away from here. That he had a loving family that could afford school, the promise of a bright future ahead of him. He had daydreamed about that life every day he lived with his parents. He knew he would never get there, that it was far beyond his grasp, but now maybe he wasn’t sure. Arthur was deep in his fantasy when a weak grunt signaled the major bishop was spent, the old man rolling off him to dress in silence before slipping quietly out of Arthur’s room. The hollow thud of the door slamming behind the major bishop was like a dam breaking, permission to let go the deluge of tears he’d been holding back, his small frame suddenly wracked with ugly sobs now that it was over. The last few months had been peaceful, almost pleasant. He thought that he would be left in peace now that the major bishop had a new toy, one that was far more willing. He could never have imagined being so wrong. Today had been worse than most. He hadn’t bothered to give him drinks to make him numb; today was punishment for daring to talk back. Arthur’s face twisted into a grimace as he pushed everything down deep, trying to forget what happened this morning, wanting to get on with his day. Rolling off the bed, he stood unsteadily, legs trembling as he limped his way to the bathroom, the pain fading with each step. He was grateful for the shower, shuddering as the scalding water rained down on him, the perfect disguise for his tears circling the drain while he tried to wash away his guilt and shame.

He knew he should feel lucky. When he lived with his parents in Cherry Hill, the shower water always started out the color of rust, sputtering and coughing, before piddling lukewarm onto his head. Until the major bishop brought him here, he had never had a hot shower. His room, as promised, was clean, warm, and dry, and not once did he have to fight with rats and roaches to eat his meals. The room was bigger than the entire squat he’d shared with his parents, the perfect cage for a poor boy who never had anything. The old man had been true to his word. He always was. He missed them every day, his parents, even his mother. He had tried to find them after he had been allowed free access to the net. It should have been easy—the computers on the base were beyond anything he had ever seen—yet he couldn’t find them. It was as if they had never existed, like ghosts...gone. When he asked the major bishop about them, the old man laughed, telling him that he had hidden them away to encourage good behavior, every now and then giving him a picture of them. They looked happy. He claimed that they had moved out of state with the money they got for giving him up, that his father had found a good job, and his mother had gotten clean, pregnant now with a new baby on the way. He knew that he shouldn’t believe the pictures. They couldn’t be real, they looked too neat, too perfect. That he was taunting him with the illusion of his parents having a better life now that he was gone.

Putting aside his dark thoughts, he finished his shower, toweling off in front of his closet, smiling at how ridiculous it all was. He had never owned more than one pair of pants and two different shirts, never more than one pair of shoes, and now he had all this. The small space was packed with all sorts of fancy things he could never bring himself to wear, rows and rows of designer pants and shirts, silk robes so soft just touching them made him blush, colorful suits that glittered like the night sky, even the latest styles of shoes that he had only ever seen on the holo-net, all there just for him. To the major bishop’s eternal disappointment, he wore none of it, preferring a simple black service uniform with a high red collar. Asahi had been true to his word, and it had arrived at his rooms the day after the incident. Looking at himself in the mirror, he sighed, smoothing nonexistent wrinkles. He was still too short. He hadn’t grown much since he’d been here, and no matter how much he ate, he still felt far too thin. It railed him that all the recruits were bigger and stronger than him. His father had been tall, so he hoped for a growth spurt sooner rather than later.

Satisfied, Arthur headed out of his room to get some breakfast, only to find Gwen outside his door, waiting, a pained look on her face. “Are you ok? I’m so sorry. It’s my fault. If I didn’t provoke him—”

“I’m fine, just fine,” whispered Arthur, looking around the empty hallway, the color draining from his face. “It’s not like it’s never happened before, it’s just...it had been such a long time, I had thought he was finished with me—bored, you know?—and I just don’t want everyone to know.”

“I think it’s too late for that,” she said, bowing her head.

“Oh god…” said Arthur, bowing his head and looking away, “I don’t...how?”

Gwen shrugged, moving in close. “Rumors. It’s not a big base. They say you’re his favorite, that you’re special.”

Having her this close, with the smell of her perfume in his nostrils, he blushed, almost forgetting to be ashamed. “That doesn’t make sense. He hates me!”

“I can rip his arms off if you want. I think if I try hard enough I can toss him into orbit.”

Arthur shook his head, a small smile growing on his face. She did that to him, made the worst seem ok. “Can we talk about something else? Anything, just not that,” said Arthur.

Gwen placed a comforting hand on his shoulder, giving him a warm smile. “Ok, no problem. You know this proves my theory that people go crazy as they get older. I’ve never met anyone over thirty that wasn’t totally fucked in the head.”

He locked his hands behind his back, nodding in agreement. “Let’s get some breakfast. We’ve got a big day ahead of us.”

Before they could head off to the mess, Gwen suddenly stepped in front of him, blocking his way, her hand lightly brushing his chest to stop him. “You, sir, are an asshole!” she said, giving him a brilliant smile.

Arthur was taken aback. “What—” he sputtered, brow narrowing in confusion.

She broke away then, twirling like a dervish. “You haven’t said a word about my outfit! Don’t you like it?” she said, posing like a cover model with a hand on her hip as she flicked her hair.

His mind went blank, his tongue paralyzed, looking her up and down. His heart raced, his lips curving into a smile against his will. He couldn’t help himself; even after seeing her every day, he could get lost in her blue eyes if he stared too long. With a gargantuan effort, he forced himself to look away, taking a deep breath to calm his racing heart. She would only make fun of him if he gawked at her too long. She took pride in making fun of him for some reason.

“You should wear something that looks more official,” he said finally, not sure what to say as he brushed past her, walking down the corridor. “Like me. Professional!”

Gwen was his polar opposite, fully embracing the closets full of clothes the major bishop had given her. Arthur didn’t think he had ever seen her wear the same thing twice. Today she wore a skintight white jumpsuit with a high collar that flared open on her arms and black, hard-soled boots that sounded like peals of thunder as she strutted down the hallway.

“Never! You need a little razzle-dazzle in life, man. Why would I want to be boring?” she said. She locked her arms behind her back and adopted a mask of seriousness, mimicking him as she followed, her boots clicking loudly as she skipped down the corridor, humming under her breath.

“Do you really have to skip like that? It—”

“Yes, I do. It’s fun. You should try it sometime, having fun. Oh, wait, I almost forgot, this is for you,” she said, retrieving a small, blue box from a pocket he hadn’t noticed. “Happy birthday! I was going to give it to you at the party, but I guess you can have it now. What does this make you, twelve, now?”

Taken aback, Arthur took the box, looking at it as though it were poison. “Thank you,” he said slowly, hesitating. “Fourteen... What party? Who told you it was my birthday?”

“The major bishop told me,” she said, giving him a wink. “By the way, pretend to look surprised. He’s been planning a surprise party for you all week. He said it was important to do things to remind us we’re family.”

“Family!” said Arthur, shaking his head. “He has some strange ideas about family. What’s in the box?”

“It’s a purity ring,” she began in a loud whisper, cupping a hand to the side of her mouth, her tone serious, “to remind you of your self-worth and that your virginity is a precious gift!” she finished, placing her hand on her chest like she was making a solemn vow.

“What! Why...wait...what! Do you think I need one?” he stammered. He could feel the heat on his face as his cheeks became flushed, turning bright red.

“I’m just kidding, silly!” she said, breaking out laughing, dropping her mask of seriousness. “The point of a gift is to open it and see the surprise. Haven’t you ever gotten a birthday present?” She linked arms with him, waiting for him to open her gift. Being this close to her, he felt a pleasant wave of euphoria wash over him. His heart thundered like a drum. Drawing in her scent, his head swirled with the fragrant rosewood soap she always used. He could feel her heat even through his uniform. It almost made him forget how his day had started. Knowing her, he kept silent, eyes forward, just enjoying the moment. He was never sure what she wanted from him—sometimes she was like this, playful and affectionate, and the next moment she would scream at him for looking at her the wrong way. Her moods were like the sea, ever changing, sometimes calm, sometimes playful, at the worst of times a terrifying storm destroying everything in her path. He never knew what to expect. “So are you going to open it, or am I going to have to take it back and give it to someone else?” she said, eyes flashing.

“Yes, sorry. My parents never had money for things like birthday presents, and the kids I grew up with didn’t have money for food. Buying anything for someone else was unheard of. First time for everything, I guess,” he said with a shrug, opening the box. Inside was a faded, gold medallion shaped like a starburst on a relief of cobalt blue. Running his fingers across it, he read the words aloud. “Medal of Valor, City of Detroit.”

“It belonged to my grandfather,” she said. “He was a fireman, it was the only thing of his my mother kept. She hated him so much, said he was a real bastard, but he was brave, saved a lot of people. I found it the other day cleaning out some junk in my room to make way for some new clothes.”

Arthur could only stare in wonder at her, unable to speak. “Thank you,” said Arthur, looking at her wide-eyed and feeling overjoyed for such a small thing. “I don’t really know what I did to deserve this...but—”

“It’s just an old medal, keep it or throw it out, it’s no big deal,” she snapped suddenly. Arthur groaned inwardly, sure he must have had that look on his face again.

“Yeah, sure, no big deal. Let’s get some breakfast,” he said, trying to sound nonchalant as he continued down the hallway to the mess with Gwen stomping loudly beside him.

They entered the mess hall to the smoky smell of bacon and morning coffee. Arthur’s jaw dropped, amazed at how the normally austere room had been transformed. The walls had been covered with streamers and balloons of all shapes and colors drifting in random directions. It was bright and warm, bringing a smile to Arthur’s face. The basic layout was the same as always, with the recruits and newbies like him and Gwen sitting at long cafeteria-style benches, plastic chairs neatly tucked underneath. The officers and senior members of the corps ate at a well-appointed heavy oak table that sat on a dais that overlooked it all.

Arthur did his best to look surprised while searching for a place to sit. The major bishop caught his eye and gave him the briefest of nods and a mirthless smile that never touched his eyes, like nothing had happened. Quickly looking away to avoid his gaze, Arthur narrowed his eyes, noticing that the room was only half full and far too quiet, most of the recruits staring blankly at their food, the grim silence broken only by the sound of cutlery scraping on plates. They had brought in a full new batch of recruits in the last week, and the room should have been bursting at the seams.

“Where is everyone?” he asked, looking around at the sullen group.

“I heard some of the reverends talking last night. They were trying to improve the efficiency of the ascension process for children who have the gene from only one parent. It was a disaster,” she whispered, leaning in. “They lost almost half of the new recruits in less than three days. I saw the bodies piled in the morgue. They ran out of room in the refrigeration unit, so they are just dumping them anywhere they can. Everyone’s terrified.”

Arthur wanted to vomit, feeling as if he had been kicked in the gut. He placed a steadying hand on the table beside him as he felt his knees go weak. “Half! That’s almost eighty kids. I spoke to some of them, told them that the risks were minimal, that if it didn’t work we would send them home to their families,” he said, holding his eyes shut. In a fit, he slammed his hand on the table he was leaning on, splintering it into a thousand pieces, the group of teens at the table jumping from their seats, eyes wide with worry.

“Whoa, easy tiger, you’re only making it worse. These kids are already fucked up,” said Gwen, pulling him away.

“So sorry, excuse me,” he said, trembling, taking a deep breath to calm himself. Looking up at the dais, he saw the major bishop take an interest and begin to stand. He quickly waved him off; the last thing he needed was dealing with him again this morning. Moving quickly from the shattered table, he followed Gwen, looking for a place to sit.

“Look, there’s Uriel. He’s alone, so let’s go eat with him,” she said, pulling him along.

“Hey, Arty, happy birthday. That table say something bad about your mom or something?” asked Uriel with an easy smile as they plopped down across of him.

“I don’t think you could say anything about my mom that I would find insulting,” said Arthur, settling in. Gwen loved Uriel, Arthur not so much. He was just too perfect, strong and tall. At fourteen he already looked like a full-grown adult. With his square jaw and dark hair that he kept short, gray eyes, and teeth that were too white, he looked like a holo-star, not some poor recruit from the slums. It didn’t help that he was so nice, disgustingly so. He hated that someone so good-looking could be so kind. Arthur wished they guy had a flaw of some kind, bad hygiene or a stutter, maybe only one testicle, anything to make him a little more human.

“Sorry, I just heard about the recruits. I knew a lot of those kids. Has this ever happened before?” Arthur asked, keying in his order into the menu at the table.

“My father told me that back when the program first started they lost most of them. Ninety percent of the kids died or developed complications, unless you were like us, of course,” Uriel said with a shrug, inhaling his eggs. “Last I heard, the war wasn’t going well. They’re getting desperate to increase our numbers. You look really pretty today, Gwen.”

Arthur winced as she grabbed his hand in excitement under the table. She was much stronger than him, stronger than anyone the program had ever developed. It felt like she was grinding his fingers to dust. “You’re not so bad yourself,” she said, giving him a thousand-watt smile. Arthur groaned inwardly. He could feel her whole body tremble with joy as Uriel smiled back at her.

“What are you guys up to today, besides maybe destroying the gym?”

Beside him, Gwen flicked her hair back, giggling like a little girl. “Maybe we can work out together. You can teach me to control myself.”

Arthur looked away, rolling his eyes. “Has anything happened; do you feel any changes?”

Uriel shook his head, a look of disappointment running across his handsome face. “That’s a big no, buddy. I feel stronger, a little tougher, and yesterday I jumped off the roof for fun with no problems, but nothing to write home about. But I noticed—”

“I’m so sorry, Reverend Carmichael said I should to sit with you and not the other recruits,” said a reedy voice beside them.

They all looked up to see a young, dark-skinned boy, little more than skin and bone, standing nervously over them, dressed in a light blue hospital gown. He was covered in a thin sheen of sweat, dark circles under his eyes, the tray in his hand shaking.

“My god, look at you,” said Uriel, taking the boy’s tray. “Did they just release you from the med bay? Here, grab a spot next to me. I’m Uriel, and this is Arty and Gwen.”

“Amon,” he said with a nod, sighing in relief as he sat. “Thank you. They had me in that room for so long, the liquid ripping me—I didn’t think I was going to make it, still hurts all over, like someone tried to turn me inside out. I was so scared,” said Amon, putting forward a trembling hand.

“Arthur, just Arthur, please,” he said politely, reaching for Amon’s outstretched hand. “Only Uriel calls me Arty, for some reason. I can’t make him stop.”

“Hey, ladies first,” said Gwen, slapping Arthur’s hand away and returning Amon’s handshake. “Don’t be like them, Amon. These boys have no manners, have no clue how to treat a lady.”

Taking Gwen’s hand, Amon held on for far too long, looking like a deer caught in the headlights of an oncoming semitrailer, eyes wide, jaw slack. Arthur could see Gwen enjoyed the attention, giving the sweaty boy a coy smile. Watching the exchange, he ground his teeth, forcing his face into a mask of calm. Why did she torture him like this, giving him gifts, holding his hand, only to get upset if he showed her the slightest affection or kindness, yet flirting with every other guy she met?

“You sure have enough on your plate. For a little guy, you can really pack it in.” said Uriel with a grin.

Arthur hadn’t noticed his food had arrived. Looking down, he saw the plate was overflowing. His mouth watered as he breathed in the heady aroma of fried eggs, crispy bacon, and grilled sausage.

“Sorry, I love breakfast, I love bacon! I can’t help myself,” Arthur said with a guilty look, talking around the eggs he’d stuffed into his mouth. “We used to eat only one meal a day back home in Cherry Hill, and it was dinner most of the time, if you could call it that. Where you from, Amon? I met a lot of the new kids, but I don’t seem to know you.”

“Indiana,” said Amon, picking at his beans and sausage. “My family owns a horse farm smack dab in between Cincinnati and Indianapolis. We mostly raised horse meat, but back in the old days it was a real ranch, people would come to ride the horses, and we even had a few of them race in the Triple Crown. Where you guys from?”

“The most bankrupt city in the union—Detroit—yeaaah,” said Gwen, doing a tiny cheer with her knife and fork. “If you ever have the chance to visit, save yourself a trip, and shoot yourself in the head first. It would be about the same.”

“I’m from here, beautiful Fort Carson,” said Uriel. “Horse meat, really. You guys sell horse meat? You ok, buddy? You really don’t look so good.”

Arthur could see Amon was trembling, a hollow rattle coming from his throat with each breath.

“Yeah, I’m feeling ok, just a little shaky,” he said, sweat pouring down his temples. “The reverend said it would pass. As for the horses, I cried the first time he had to put one down. Our horses were like family to us, but as the war dragged on and the store shelves were empty for months at a time, it was horse meat or starve. I never got used to it, but after a while, we made our peace with it, started selling to our neighbors, made a bit of a business of it until the war tax took everything.”

Arthur smiled to himself. The more Amon spoke about horse meat, the greener Uriel became. Not so perfect after all, he thought. “I know how you feel. There were months at a time where the only thing we would eat were rats,” said Arthur. “The news outlets kept saying that there would be food drops at designated areas, and thousands of people would stand out in the freezing cold for food that never came. It was like they forgot about us, or just didn’t care.”

“We used to eat dogs and cats in Detroit,” said Gwen mischievously, noticing the nausea on Uriel’s face.

“Well, I got that beat,” said Amon, playing along, a weak smile plastered onto his face. “We had a family start selling cricket butter back in Indiana. Tasted great, right until you started spitting out the occasional leg that didn’t get ground down properly!”

“Oh, that’s just—please stop, I can’t take anymore,” said Uriel, pushing his breakfast away in disgust and burying his face in his palms. The entire table broke out in laughter as Uriel fought to hold down his breakfast. It felt good to laugh, helped them forget why they were there...helped them forget what could happen to them.

“Hey, what’s that?” asked Gwen, suddenly serious, her finger wagging at Amon and Uriel. Coming to his senses, Arthur focused on the two. He could see small sparks passing back and forth between them, like tiny fireflies on a dark night. Uriel held up his hand, eyes wide in amazement. The sparks circled above his palm like a small tornado made of light before dashing off to be absorbed by Amon. Each time a spark touched him it was like magic, the sheen of sweat on his skin evaporating, his hands becoming more steady. He sighed deeply, the hollow rattle in his throat vanishing as if it had never been. He stood, looking taller, stronger, a smile of pure joy spreading across his face.

“Whatever the two of you are doing,” said Arthur, pushing back from the table and standing, “I’m going to ask you to stop. Until we know what this is, we have to catalog it. We can’t risk an event happening here. Uriel, move away from him now!”

With a sudden surge, the sparks became more pronounced, hundreds of them twisting and twirling around Uriel like tiny comets, spinning faster and faster before darting off, absorbed by Amon, who glowed brighter with each passing second. Just as Arthur was about to move to separate the two, the room began to shake, a slight vibration at first before rapidly growing to deep tremors that shifted the entire building, violently sending everyone except Amon and Uriel to the ground, dishware shattering on the floor. Screams of panic and commotion erupted from the frightened groups of children as they struggled to pick themselves up, looking around in wide-eyed confusion.

“I—I can’t stop it!” said Uriel, struggling to pull away. “I don’t even know that I’m the one doing it.”

“No, please...don’t,” said Amon, his voice a loud whisper. Without warning, he struck like a viper, grabbing Uriel by the forearm, forcing the taller teen to his knees in a grip like a vice. The trickle of light from Uriel grew from a tiny stream to a raging torrent, jets of energy cascading in all directions at once. Arthur went down to one knee, raising a hand defensively against the deafening crash of cutlery as shards of ceramic, plates, knives, spoons tore around the room in a tempest of chaos, a tornado of jagged objects powerful enough to pierce skin, mortal and ascended alike.

The space around Amon grew darker, a muted shadow that absorbed energy like a greedy, black hole, a washed-out negative to Uriel, who shone like the noonday sun. “Gwen, separate them, get them as far away from one another as possible,” commanded Arthur in desperation, shouting to be heard above the maelstrom. Gwen gave Arthur the briefest of nods before vaulting over the table in a single smooth motion, her shoulder connecting solidly with Uriel’s chest. Arthur had seen Gwen wreck the gym yesterday; and they had joked that she could probably throw a tank across a parking lot with the barest of efforts. She had surpassed every test conceived to determine the strength of people like them, yet she bounced off Uriel like a small child running headlong into a California redwood, sending her unceremoniously to the floor. Arthur looked on in horrid fascination as the room darkened, time slowing to mere moments between heartbeats, Amon becoming a near-invisible shadow, Uriel howling in pain beside him.

“Motherfucker!” screamed Gwen with a fierce growl, scissor kicking her way to her feet and pushing her way between the two of them, waves of shadow and light rolling over her. With a wild roar, she released a powerful roundhouse, the impact of her fist sending a massive shockwave throughout the room, knocking Uriel clear across the room and Arthur from his feet once again.

Separated from Uriel, the shadow that was Amon began to contract, drawing everything in the room into itself as it grew smaller, the hand that had been holding Uriel stretching out, looking infinitely far away and close at the same time. His scream was unlike anything any of them had ever heard, chilling and raw. Arthur panicked as he could feel himself being drawn in, his nails leaving deep claw marks in the concrete floor, fighting to keep his place. Arthur scanned the room for Gwen, trying to observe what had happened to her, only to see the major bishop arrive, his face a mask of stone, standing only an arm’s length from the shadow, his crimson-red robes billowed by the invisible force drawing them all in. The old man reached into his uniform breast pocket, producing a small tube of red liquid. Quickly removing the cap, he swallowed its contents. Arthur could see him double over, his face twisted in pain, a dark fog the color of a bruise suddenly snaking around his whip-like frame. A heartbeat later he looked taller, his skin more pink than paper white. He raised a skeletal hand toward Amon, the bruise-colored glow from only moments ago spreading from him to the boy, caressing, smothering. The shadow that was Amon vanished behind a veil of red and black. The major bishop stood stock-still, his eyes closed, fluttering, a strange smile on his face as waves of shadow washed back and forth between him and Amon, his breath quickening with each pulse, until finally the shadow vanished as if it had never existed, leaving a dark husk on the floor, an emaciated corpse with ashen-gray skin and sunken eyes that looked years dead.

The major bishop used his foot to roll him over. “So wasteful,” he said, shaking his head, squatting down next to Amon. “Arthur, you will clean up this mess and reassure the remaining children. I will go see to disciplining Reverend Carmichael.”

Before Arthur could act, Gwen arrived holding Uriel in a fireman’s carry, his face misshapen, drenched in blood. Her face was a mess of tears, snot running down her chin as she gently put him on the cafeteria table.

“Ahh, excellent. Gwen; come with me, please,” said the major bishop, ignoring her wracking sobs.

“He needs to get to the med bay. I’ve never hit someone so hard,” she stammered, wiping her face.

Raising an eyebrow, the major bishop took a moment to examine Uriel’s battered body, producing a smart device from his crimson robes to check his vitals. “He will live, although it’s a shame about that face. He was pretty. I’m afraid you don’t know your own strength, my dear,” he said with a sigh. “Arthur, see that he gets to the med bay.”

“Take care of Amon; assure the children; make sure Uriel gets to the med bay. Which is it?” snapped Arthur, his frustration boiling to the surface.

“All of it,” growled the major bishop. “You are very capable, and it’s time you took on additional responsibilities. Saving you fools will cost me gravely. Time I cannot afford has been lost. I will need you to do more, much more...understood?” he said bluntly.

“Yes, sir,” said Arthur through gritted teeth, unable to bury his resentment. His unshakable calm dispelled. He could not believe the gall of the man.

The major bishop shoved the smart device into a pocket, moving to stand nose to nose with him, his anger sparking like a frayed wire. “I am tired of this behavior, boy, so don’t make me do something we’ll both regret,” he said in a harsh whisper. His bony hand was digging painfully into Arthur’s shoulder. “After you have done these things, you will come to my rooms. I have need of you.”

“Again! No!” said Arthur, shaking off his grip.

“Again, yes! And again...as many times as I wish,” said the major bishop, eyes wide, menace seething from every pore.

Arthur stared back for an instant, his nostrils flaring, before blinking back tears and looking away. “I want to go home,” he said suddenly, feeling small and broken, shoulders falling. “I can’t—I want my father.”

The major bishop shook his head, frowning. “They did not love you, child; they gave you away, sold you like livestock at market. I’m all you have now. Forget them and rise above it all, boy; you can. I see it in you.”

Squeezing Arthur’s shoulders, he gave him a brief nod before turning away, his voice commanding, “Now, Gwen, my dear, it’s time to take care of that idiot, Reverend Carmichael. I’ve had enough of his foolish behavior.”

Arthur stood alone in the crowd of frightened kids, eyes downcast, desperately wanting to hide his face, not daring to look any of them in the eye. “What are you all looking at!” he shouted, raising a clenched fist at the children surrounding him, feeding his pain with anger. “I want the mess cleaned up now! I see anyone dragging their feet, and you’ll join your friends in the morgue!”

They all stood stock-still, terrified. “Now!” he screeched, putting his fist through another table, shattering it to bits. Arthur’s glare scattered them, sending the children scurrying around like rats to obey his order. He couldn’t take anymore, and he wanted nothing more than to be back in Cherry Hill. He would give anything to have that life back. As painful as it was, it hurt less than this. Watching the major bishop walk away, he squeezed his eyes shut, promising himself that today would be the last time, one way or the other.


Chapter 12: Deep in Hell’s Kitchen

Project Divinity Interview — Subject: Rowen Macdonald (Cont’d)

“That wasn’t in the official war record,” said the fat captain, his chair squealing like a rutting pig as he leaned forward, steepling his meaty paws on the desk. “The predator attack—Uncle Sam didn’t want the general public to know that they had killed damn near five thousand Americans tryin’ to end this little escapade quickly. Damn near lost every active predator drone not deployed in the Middle East that day, our own missiles doin’ more damage to people and infrastructure than the goddamned enemy did.”

“Yes, sir, I was quite surprised to find that out myself,” whispered Rowen, doing her best to keep any emotion out of her voice, to bury deep the pain of that horrible day. “We were underground for most of it, but as I said, we saw the initial push, and the enemy response. It was all a horrible mess. When we were able to finally make our way back to the surface a few days later, the whole area was devastated, and not much was left standing.”

“Well, I can tell you the only good thing to come from that attempt was that the president shit canned General Stewart. That boy was about as useful as a screen door on a submarine. Who the hell authorizes unleashing that kind of firepower on innocent civilians,” he said, shaking his head. Opening her file, he began to parse through it with a disgusted look on his face, clearly disappointed. “This ‘Lieutenant Gibbs,’ I’m meetin’ with him after I’m done with you. You know, that boy has no goddamn shame. If I had my way, his ass would be in front of a firing squad, not here gettin’ his ass kissed by me and everyone else involved in this project.”

“He saved a lot of lives, sir, mine included. If you can’t see that, well…” The captain stopped her with a glare. Swallowing her words, she held her tongue as they stared silently at one another. She did her best to keep her face blank as she glared back. Who was he to judge them, what they did to survive. He wasn’t there. He was just a lazy bureaucrat who sat behind a desk, so how could he know what it was like to be in the trenches. Gathering her courage, she spoke up. “Have you ever been in the field, sir? It’s different when you’re out there, when you’re standing face-to-face with the enemy. Well...we all did what we had to do to survive.”

“You listen to me, Sergeant. I ain’t stupid, so you wipe that dirty look off your ugly face before I do it for you. Do not presume your service to this nation is greater than mine—you have no idea the sacrifices I’ve made for this country. You give me attitude like that again, I got no problem tanning your hide,” he growled in frustration. Clearly she had hit a nerve. Men like him, who sent others to do the dying while they sat comfortably behind their desks, getting fat. They always were insulted when you pointed out to them that they had never been shot at, had never defended a fellow soldier, or shed blood for those you served with.

“Sorry, sir, it won’t happen again. Talking about it; it’s hard—”

“Alright, keep goin’. Let’s get this done, so I can get to your friend Gibbs back there! So, the drone falling on you, is that what gave you that pretty face?”
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Rowen drifted in a long dreamless sleep, swaying back and forth, strange whispers echoing all around her, a deep throbbing in her bones. The roiling in her stomach told her something was off. The world was calling; responsibility was calling, like a hot needle picking at her brain. She could feel something bad was coming. She wasn’t ready. She was safe in oblivion. She wanted nothing more than to be home in Colorado, her bedroom window open just enough to make the room nice and chilly, wrapped in a warm blanket, sleeping the day away. Mornings, waking up, was always a chore. The breaking sun always felt like an obnoxious intruder.

Jonah hated the cold. They had shared a bedroom when they were younger and fought constantly about the open windows in winter. He loved the heat and the warm feeling of the early morning sun on his face, said it was the best part of the day. It was one of his more annoying habits, to wake her up to watch the sunrise with him. He said good soldiers were always up at dawn, that being up early fostered a sense of discipline.

The thought of her brother made her bury herself deeper, want to stay hidden forever, but she could already feel the pull of wakefulness. Little by little her senses came to life. The air around her was cool and damp, making her shiver, a strange, musty odor that she couldn’t quite place filled her nostrils, and dripping water sounded far away.

In a blink she came fully awake, a thumping in her chest, burning pain shooting through every muscle in her body, her face feeling swollen like it was on fire. She breathed in through her nose, trying to calm her thundering heart. She ran her tongue over parched lips that were so dry it felt like someone else’s mouth. Everything came rushing back, those last moments of horror, replaying over and over again in her mind, the final instant. Jonah struggling to reach them, the drone crashing down, the body-crushing press of the explosion that sent her careening through the air. It was her fault. If he hadn’t gone back for her... She tried to scream, only to have the smallest of whimpers escape her cracked lips.

Blinking her eyes open, she found herself on a small foldout cot, covered with a thin silver emergency blanket that kept her too warm. Somewhere behind her, a portable lamp of some sort gave off a cool-white light, barely chasing back the shadows from grimy walls. From what little she could see, only vague outlines of some boxes and shipping crates stamped in red. She was in some type of storage area. Alone.

Rowen’s mind raced, trying to piece together how she ended up in this dismal place. She hugged herself, suddenly cold at the thought that her father could have been hurt, or worse—was that her destiny, to lose everyone she loved?

Her thoughts were interrupted suddenly by the shuffle of boots on tile, making her flinch back, clutching the blanket in front of her defensively, jolts of sharp pain running up the side of her face. “Who’s there?” she said, her head spinning. “Mom?”

A pale-faced stranger came into her little circle of light, giving her a tight-lipped smile. “Oh, you’re awake, good. We were worried,” he said, speaking quickly.

“You’re the guy from the helicopter,” she rasped, recognizing his bright-blue eyes and shock of blond hair, still amazed at how young he looked, more so without his helmet.

“Yeah, yes, Gibbs, Scotty,” he said, putting a hand on his chest. “You saved me, got me out. I’m not surprised you don’t remember. You looked like a superhero with the way that explosion tossed you down those stairs. I thought you were a goner for sure.”

Rowen shook her head, trying to clear the cobwebs. “Water...please,” she rasped.

“What, oh sure, no problem,” he said, pulling a bottle of water from a shoulder bag and handing it to her. “Here, let me help. You got banged up pretty good. It’s best if you keep still.”

She tilted her head as he brought a bottle to her lips and drank greedily, water spilling over her chin, closing her eyes in ecstasy. In all of her fourteen years, nothing had ever tasted so cool and sweet.

Closing her eyes, Rowen ran a hand down the side of her face, trying to piece together what had happened, a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. “Where’s my brother, my dad?” she said, looking around as if saying their names would make them appear.

He looked down, shaking his head. When he looked back to her, she could see his eyes were full of worry. “Your dad’s ok. He went back out to look.”

“Look for what?” asked Rowen, her eyes narrowing, already knowing the answer.

He pursed his lips, looking down again. “Your brother didn’t make it in time. A drone hit the storefront, and we don’t know what happened after that. Your dad...well, he just stood there, paralyzed, rubbing his jaw, looking back and forth between the debris at the entrance and where you fell. I guess he figured he could come back, so we picked you up and ran.”

She squeezed her eyes shut, wincing as the skin pulled tight again. “Where are we?”

“We’re in one of the old subway lines. Your dad says it’s some sort of FEMA supply dump left over from the last hurricane. We have supplies, and we’re safe for now, but the city’s a mess.”

Nodding, Rowen could only hope, maybe... Jonah was always lucky, always came away from the worst without a scratch. If he was still out there, she or her father would find him, bring him home…if they ever made it back home.

Gingerly, she touched the bandages on her face, tracing them from her forehead down to her chin on her left side, waves of jarring pain shooting through her with the slightest touch. “What...what are these for?” she asked, dreading the answer.

Gibbs stood, shoving his hands into the pockets of the blue flight uniform he still wore. “You were caught in an explosion, flew halfway down the street! That’s when Jonah raced out to get you,” he said, his face a rigid mask. “Then, when the last drone hit, you flew down the stairs, right through a glass window. We were shocked you were still alive; that amount of concussive force and impact should have killed you. By luck, random chance, you got away without breaking anything. I’m so sorry, we did our best, but without a med facility, you’re going to have some scarring.”

Rowen’s heart sank. Already she could feel the jagged cut every time she moved her cheek. “I have to see. Please.”

Gibbs turned down his lips, not meeting her eyes. “Are you sure?” he whispered. “I mean, you shouldn’t take off the bandages just yet.”

Rowen nodded, not liking where this was going. Gibbs shrugged, vanishing for a moment only to reappear a few seconds later with a tablet that he reluctantly handed to her. “I have a few things to do before your father comes back. I’ll check on you in a little while,” he said, reaching down to pat her shoulder, his hand darting back suddenly as she frowned at him. She sat unmoving, listening to his footsteps fade into the distance.

With a deep sigh, she activated the front-facing flash and camera on the tablet. She squinted at the brightness as her face appeared on the screen, wrinkling her nose at the small red-and-black gashes dotting her face. Holding it with one hand, she pulled at the surgical tape and gauze with the other, gritting her teeth through the pain as the dressing came away, her breath coming in short gasps. Rowen’s mouth fell open in a silent scream when she saw the angry red suture running from her hairline down below her chin, thick strands of dark surgical thread poking out from the jagged wound. Her head felt like it was stuffed with cotton, and the room was suddenly spinning, her chest tight, panic setting in. How was she supposed to go out in public? She was starting middle school in two weeks. She would be an outcast, a freak.

A jagged spike of pain shot through her face as she squeezed her eyes shut, trying to hold back tears. The scar, she had to see it again. With her hands trembling, she raised the tablet again, tracing the long wretched thing with her finger, deciding that it made her look like Frankenstein’s monster. All she needed were a few lug nuts sticking out the side of her neck to perfect the horrid image. Her parents had taught her to never make a victim of herself, to not wallow in self-pity, but right now, in this moment...all she wanted to do was bury her head under the covers and hide from the world.

In a fit of disgust, Rowen began pounding her fist against the screen, over and over, the glass fracturing like a web with each hit. She wanted nothing more than to smash her hideous face to a pulp, break it all up into a thousand tiny pieces like the shattered glass of the tablet. She hated herself, everything she was: her tangled bird’s nest of hair and thick lips, her ugly flat nose, the fucking freckles. She had thought they were the worst, but now she had this fucking scar—why, why her? She grunted, her burnt and bandaged hands throbbing with stabbing pain with each strike. Screaming hoarsely, she threw the tablet as hard as she could. It landed somewhere in the darkness with a satisfying crash as it shattered, she hoped into a million pieces. She sat alone in the darkness, breathing heavily, trembling in anger. She lay back down on the tiny cot, drawing the emergency blanket over her head, wanting nothing more than to lose herself in sleep. It came eventually, after an eternity of tears, not peace, not comfort, but oblivion, and it was good enough for now.


Chapter 13: Off the Wagon

February 2076

 

Gwen felt powerless. No matter how strong or tough she was, the only thing she could do was wait, and wait she had. Three days, seven surgeries, and still nothing. She felt like a monster for what she had done. She stood alone in the darkened gallery above the operating room, looking down at the brightly lit table as the base doctors tried to fix what she had broken. The operating room was cold and clinical, white tile and stainless steel, smelling of antiseptic. She watched silently as the doctors deployed dozens of miniature, multi-legged devices that crawled over what was left of Uriel’s face. She knew that sitting here day after day was for nothing, helped no one, but it eased her guilt.

Gwen heard the door to the gallery open, not bothering to turn around. She could identify him simply by the silent whisper of his stride. Always the predator, his silken robes making little sound as he approached and stood at her side. “I’ve been looking for you. You should not be here, my child,” said the major bishop, seething with anger. “You should be out with Arthur, reinforcing our lines. This is a waste of time.” Glancing over at the old man, she could see today was a good day for him. He stood tall and whip-straight, his pale-eyed gaze resolute. She was never sure what to expect; there were days when he was frail and weak, when she could have snapped his bones like dried twigs. But not today. Today he would be stubborn, strong as an oak.

“I did this,” said Gwen. “I need to be here.”

“You will be where I say! You need to do as you’re told,” he said with a rasp, his eyes drilling into her.

Sighing deeply, Gwen rolled her eyes. “That shit works with Arthur, but we know each other better than that,” she said, folding her arms beneath her small breasts. “I know how much you need us, how desperate you are, so give it a rest. Arthur can play errand boy all you want, but leave me alone. There is nothing you can do to me that hasn’t already been done.”

Gwen looked down to see the old man’s hands balled into fists, the old bones cracking. Her words had hit home. “The current members of Divinity Corps are due to retire. Already there have been...incidents,” said the old man, spittle dripping down his chin through clenched teeth as he spoke. “A new team, your team, will be leading the charge soon. We are running out of time. The recent mistakes have cost us dearly, and if we lose that foolish boy on the table down there, it will be disastrous.”

“I will be here as long as I want to be,” said Gwen, frowning at him, her anger matching his. “There’s nothing that will change that.”

The major bishop shook his head. “Foolish child, must it always be this way with you?” he said, dropping his hands in frustration.

Satisfied that she had won for now, they stood together, watching in silence, the only sound coming from the machines keeping Uriel alive. The shockwave of her strike had shattered Uriel’s skull into thousands of fragments, impossible to put back together. All the king’s horses and all the king’s men couldn’t put Humpty together again, she thought, but after ascension, the impossible became possible. Any normal person would have died from the blow, but they were no longer normal. The old rules no longer applied to them. The doctors had spent days painstakingly removing every piece of Uriel’s skull, and today they would be replacing the old with the new, a fully synthetic structure. He would never be himself again, but at least he would be alive, be able to fight. Gwen shuddered as the procedure began. Uriel’s exposed brainstem looked nightmarish, flesh peeled away like a discarded mask. Using a high-powered laser, the doctors began to fuse the titanium alloy to what was left of Uriel’s face and skull, doing the impossible to make him whole again. She began to look away, the smell of burning flesh obscene in her nostrils.

“Don’t look away, child,” said the major bishop, his voice calm now. “Remember this, the horror of this moment. You are not to blame our enemy is. If they had not attacked, we would not need to stand against them. We exist because they chose to attack us, so never forget that.” Gwen was confused by the terrible anger and deep compassion in his voice, unsure how they could exist in the same man.

“Do you really care about that boy lying down there?” Gwen asked in a sharp tone, not caring if she pissed him off, “or is he just another toy for you to play with, like me, like poor Arthur?”

The major bishop looked at her, indignation in his eyes. “You children are the only thing standing between the dream of America and the barbarians at our gates,” he said, leaning forward and gripping the gallery railing. “You are weapons, yes, and I will use you as such...but I am a man of God. I am kind. I love you as the Lord loves you, as the shepherd loves his flock.”

“We’re people,” said Gwen, leaning forward and gripping the railing, “not sheep, and I’m pretty sure the sheep gets it in the end.”

“Gwen, my defiant girl. I have never lied to you. To any of you children. We have rescued many of you from lives of poverty and despair.”

“Yes, but we didn’t really have a choice, did we?” said Gwen, crushing the steel gallery railing. “Do any of the children we take have a choice?” she asked.

“You are children,” said the major bishop matter-of-factly, nostrils flaring. “It is your duty to do as you’re told by your betters. We know what’s best for you.” Leaning away from the railing, he placed his hands behind his back, frowning. “You of all people should be grateful. You live a life of privilege and wealth, wanting for nothing.”

“Yes, but—”

Before Gwen could finish, he reached out in a fury, his mask of kindness falling away, revealing the predator beneath. His thin clawed hand struck out, lightning quick, ripping the top of her jumpsuit in a rage and throwing her to the floor.

“Enough!” he roared, towering over her. “I will not have you question me like this, not when I have given you everything. You were nothing when I found you, a little whore, who had run away from her whore mother. I made you a goddess, unbreakable. Athena herself would cower from you,” he said, shaking with anger. “I can take it all away, return you to a life of poverty and filth. Is that what you want?”

Shaking her head, Gwen scampered away cowering, trying to cover herself, not sure why she was afraid. She could not speak. In the blink of an eye she saw the mask return, the hateful look in his eyes replaced with a look of kindness and compassion. Gwen trembled at the swiftness of the transformation. “I show you every kindness,” he said, regaining his composure. “I will no longer tolerate this defiance from you, child, not when I do so much for you.”

Nodding, she wiped her tears with the cuff of her sleeve. “I’ll go meet Arthur. He’s going to Boston today with the rest of the team. If I hurry, I can ride the transport with him,” she said quietly as he helped her to her feet. She would not go back to that life; never again did she want to feel the fear and anxiety of not having enough. The acts of desperation she did to survive from day to day. For all his cruelty, his needs, he had kept his word. She had all she needed and more, and on his good days he was kind, almost fatherly...so she would deal with days like today as best she could.

Just as Gwen was gathering the courage to leave, she heard a guttural scream from below. The sound was inhuman, like the high-pitched wail of a pig to slaughter. She looked down to see Uriel’s eyes wide open, awake and moaning in pain as the doctors struggled with the grafting of his flesh to metal, bone to steel. In a mad rage, he reached out, gripping one of his doctors by the throat. Gwen winced as she heard the man’s windpipe being crushed. His corpse, thrown across the room like a discarded rag doll, landed hard, collapsing in a broken heap. “Jesus fucking Christ, hold him, hold him,” screamed the remaining three men, in desperation. Without thought, Gwen leapt from the gallery, not caring if the white skin of her breasts was exposed.

Landing gracefully beside the chaotic mess, she forcefully restrained Uriel’s arms, holding the flailing boy in place effortlessly like he was a small child. She watched in fascination as the doctors, relieved, scrambled to inject Uriel with a red viscous liquid that immediately calmed him. Then, as if nothing were amiss, they returned to putting Uriel back together, ignoring the dead man slumped in the corner, the quiet rhythm of the machines once again the only sound. Looking up to the gallery, she could see the major bishop looking on, giving her a brief nod of approval before vanishing into the darkness.

“What did you give him to calm him down so quickly?” she asked with curiosity as she relaxed her grip, wiping sweat from her brow.

“Diomoxicin: we call it D for short,” said the doctor, his voice clinical. “It’s a painkiller like morphine, but much stronger. It was designed specifically for you folks. As you can imagine, when you’re injured, it’s almost impossible to treat you, but with D, it’s a little easier. Actually, if you could get some more out of the cabinet over there, we should give him one more hit...don’t want him waking up again, and we’re a little short on staff,” he said, motioning to the cabinet in the corner of the room. “And be careful with it, that’s a new batch we just got in. That stuff is pretty hard to come by.”

Gwen nodded absently, making her way to the cabinet. Her jaw dropped as she opened it, a small smile on her lips. It was stocked with every drug imaginable, and some she couldn’t begin to fathom. “Oh my god,” she whispered, hands trembling as she searched. She had known almost two weeks of peace now, clear horizons. No urges, no hungers: her mind was clear and calm as a summer’s day. Ascension and the major bishop’s cash had taken away her need to get high. Rummaging through the cabinet, her mind fled to the past. How she had loved the feeling, the glow, no worries. Nothing could come close. It was like being inside pure joy. God, she missed it. It repulsed her and excited her at the same time, drawing her in like a flame. Gwen took a deep breath, doing her best to shake off the memory. She wasn’t sure if it was even possible to ever get high anymore. She pushed it from her mind and focused on the task at hand, ignoring the memories. After a few moments of searching, she came across a case of the drug the doctor had described, each dose measured out in a small red vial with a stopper on the top. She hesitated only for a moment, staring, wondering. “Why not,” she whispered to herself, taking a vial for the doctor and slipping a few more into her jumper, her hands trembling and heart fluttering. They told her she was near invincible now, and she doubted the drug would do anything to her. But she hoped. After the nightmare of the last few days, it might feel good to relax, and it was a long flight to Boston, and she was pretty sure Arthur would want to talk. Her smile widened as she returned, handing the vial to the doctor. “It probably won’t even work,” she whispered again under her breath.

“Sorry, I didn’t catch that,” said the doctor, his gaze intent on his patient.

“No, nothing,” said Gwen. “He seems better already—clear horizons ahead.”

Nodding, the doctor barely noticed as she stepped over the broken body of the forgotten medic and slipped out of the operating room, tiny red vials clinking in her pocket...hoping.


Chapter 14: What We Face

September 2073

 

His fork scraping the metal plate was like nails on a chalkboard, making her cringe. “Do you have to eat that way?” she said, shoving her pinky in her ear to stop the ringing, imagining ways to kill him.

Gibbs looked up from his meal, his eyes darting around like a cornered rat. “What, everyone eats like this, fork, knife—it’s that way it’s done,” he said in his rapid tone, not slowing, even with a mouthful of food.

Her father had ordered her to a week of bed rest, and Gibbs had spent almost every waking moment with her. She had learned two things about him in the last few days: he never stopped talking, and he spoke so fast that she understood only about half of what he was saying.

“Use the fork like a normal person. You’re not digging a hole to China, so take it easy,” she said, poking at her own meal, scratching at the bandages still clinging to the side of her face, grateful that the pain was fading. She was already dreading the day they would come off. The suture pulled and tugged every time she spoke, or smiled, or actually did anything normal. She wanted to take them off and look at them, praying that it wasn’t as bad as she remembered, but she hadn’t had the guts to do it, so she waited.

A burst of static from an old FM transmitter her father was working on brought her back to the moment. “You two are lucky to have a meal and a safe spot to eat it,” said her father in his deep baritone, not bothering to look up from the tablet he was working on. Her father had scouted the city above every day since the attack, looking for Jonah. He had managed to scavenge some canned goods along with some water, but from what he told them it was chaos in the city, and they were very lucky to still be alive.

The sat around an empty FEMA container that had become their kitchen and communal space. Her father and Gibbs had managed to rig together a number of radioisotope generators in sequence, giving them ample power for their makeshift home. At first, she was terrified of being sick from radiation poisoning, but her father had assured her that radioactive decay was an extremely safe way of generating power, as it had no moving parts, and that the isotope used was perfectly sealed. FEMA had brought them on-site to serve as power sources during Hurricane Otto almost twenty years ago and had never bothered to recover them. As a result, the Forty-Second Street subway platform had ample light and heat, feeling almost safe despite the nightmare going on just above them in the city.

Watching her father work, she couldn’t help but wonder if he blamed her. She certainly blamed herself. He hadn’t said more than a few words to her in the last week, only that he was happy she was alright. In a single day he had lost his sister and his only son, not to mention his wife a few weeks before. He was left with just her, an ugly little girl with a torn-up face, a burden. He was a quiet man at the best of times, but now…

“What are you trying to do, Dad? That old thing can’t still work, can it?” she asked, breaking the painful rhythm of Gibbs dragging his fork on the metal plate.

He looked up, draping bunches of spliced fiber-optic cables over his shoulders. “Trying to mix something old and new,” he said, using a knife to cut away the plastic covering from some wires sticking out of the old transmitter. “None of what’s happening makes sense. We need to find out what’s going on, communicate with US Central Command if we can, and since the fiber-optic network is down, we’ve got to find another way.”

Rowen frowned, not really understanding. “Why can’t we just transmit a message from a tablet?”

“Whatever’s going on up top, I can’t even turn on a tablet, much less send a message. The city is dead, no power, so we can’t use the fiber-optic network to transmit,” said her father.

“They’ve got tech we’ve never seen before,” said Gibbs, chiming in. “It doesn’t reach below the surface, but up above, New York looks like it’s been thrown back to the stone age.”

“So can’t we just leave?” she asked.

Her father shook his head, giving her a tight-lipped smile. “We’re behind enemy lines now, I think. The city is heavily occupied. I’ve seen them rounding up people, don’t know for what, but it can’t be good.”

Rowen blew out her cheeks, wincing from the suture, surprised by how often she forgot it was there. “Can I do something to help?” she asked, not wanting to spend another day staring off into the darkness on the grimy subway platform.

Her father looked up again, cocking his head, shrugging before handing her the tablet. “Yeah, maybe. Here, I want you to scan the frequency bands I’ve input into the tablet. I’m going to try to connect to the old communications network from the subway system. With luck, it will have been overlooked and be deep enough that we can use it without running into whatever jamming is going on up above. Scotty, you’re with me.”

Rowen watched them go before turning her focus to the tablet, happy to have something to keep her mind occupied. It felt complicated at first, but she soon fell into a pattern and found it almost relaxing. Analyzing frequencies made her feel like she was doing something important, part of the unit and not just a burden. Just as she started to hit her stride, a deep weariness started behind her eyes, and her head began to throb constantly. She knew it would be better to rest and start back later, but she fought sleep, not wanting to face her dreams. Jonah was always waiting for her when she slept. Sometimes he was with her, that he made it. Other times those final moments replayed themselves over and over again, with her powerless to stop what was about to happen.

She put down the tablet and was rubbing her eyes with the heel of her hands when it chimed, letting her know a call was incoming. Not having a clue what to do, she swiped her hand along the bottom of the device. “Rowen, are you there; can you hear me,” asked Gibbs, his too-young face suddenly filling the screen.

“You got a signal to work,” she said, stating the obvious. “Does that mean we can call in the cavalry?” said Rowen, smiling despite the pain.

“Not quite yet,” said her father’s voice from somewhere behind him. “We’ve found the rail control center and managed to power up a portion of the comm system, and tied in the tablet. We can send a signal out, but I don’t want to risk directly using a military frequency. Gibbs is going to give you a block-chain calling code. After you get off with us, I want you to test it. It’s a long shot and probably a waste of time, but you never know. We’re on our way back. Be there soon,” he finished, keying off the call from his end.

Rowen nodded excitedly, keying in the number she had been given, and waited. She sat there, her palms sweaty, sure that whatever Gibbs and her father had done was a bust. When the tablet chimed once again, she almost fell out of her makeshift chair, saving herself only by grasping onto the FEMA crate.

“Who the hell are you, and where’s Scott? Is this some kind of joke!” said an angry-looking man whose face had filled the screen. Rowen could immediately see the resemblance; he had the same clear blue eyes as his son, only older, more wary.

Not knowing what to say or do, Rowen smiled, giving the older man a small wave.

His eyes narrowed, a frown crossing his features. Rowen could see him reaching to key off. “Wait, sir, we’re with your son in New York,” she blurted out.

“New York? Don’t say another word, get off this line now! Don’t try to contact us again, we will contact you shortly,” he said, cutting the transmission.

Rowen threw up her hands, shaking her head, dumbfounded. She had no clue what she had done wrong. She buried her face in her hands, the sense that she was a burden swiftly returning.


***




“What exactly did he say?” said her father, pacing, his wide frame looming above her.

Rowen scratched at the bandages on her face, feeling small as her father wagged a finger at her. “Just what I said the first ten times, to get off the line, don’t call us we’ll call you. He was really angry.”

“He’s always mad,” said Gibbs, looking at the floor. “In this case, he’s probably pissed that he has to get me out of this mess. He says I’m always getting into trouble.”

Her father took a deep breath, crossing his thick arms across his chest. “Well, it’s not your fault. So we wait. It’s not like we have anything but time anyhow.”

After the excitement of the call, their small group gathered for a simple meal of military rations, or MREs as civilians called them. Her father had found hundreds of storage containers filled with them on his way to the rail control center. The packaging had an endothermic reaction, heating up when exposed to air, giving them their first hot meal in days.

Not having anything else to do, they sat around the old container, waiting. Gibbs poked at his meal, sticking out his tongue in disgust. “This is vile. How can you eat this stuff?”

Her father glanced at him, raising an eyebrow. “You’re kidding me, right? I know you’re young, but these meals are light years ahead of the rations they had when I started in the service. We used to call them ‘meals ready to eat.’ Three lies for the price of one: it’s not a meal, it’s not ready, and you can’t eat it,” he said, wolfing down his meal of shredded barbecue beef.

Rowen’s own lemon-pepper tuna was pretty good. She’d eaten worse. Her family usually took MREs when they went hiking or camping, since they were easy to pack and made for a quick hot meal. “C’mon, you can’t be in the military without at least one story about MREs...‘meals rejected by everyone.’ They used to give them to us at the school on base sometimes. I remember one teacher who would assign them as punishment. I ate them every day for a week once,” she said, giggling at the memory.

Her father smiled back at her. “I remember that. Your mother called them ‘meals refusing to exit.’ She hated them with a passion, said she would rather get shot than eat ’em.”

“I think I’ve lost my appetite, excuse me,” said Gibbs quietly. “I think I’ll go get some sleep.”

“What did we say?” asked Rowen, watching him trudge down the platform. He had made his bed away from the light, claiming that he couldn’t sleep when it was so bright. Rowen thought it was more likely that she had begun to snore since she’d been injured.

Just as they finished their meals, the data pad began to ping with an incoming message. “Round two,” she said, eyeing her father, rubbing her hands worriedly. Her father took the data pad and accepted the call. “Let’s hope they’re a little more friendly this time. My patience is running thin.”

They all gathered around the screen, Gibbs out of breath from running back. Her father hit the icon to accept the call, and on the screen appeared a square-jawed man with chestnut-brown skin that was so smooth he looked ageless despite his tight silver curls. He wore oversized, black-framed glasses that he adjusted nervously.

“Good afternoon. I’m Cardinal General Michael Washington. I am looking for whoever is in charge,” he said with a preacher’s tempo, his voice deep and smooth.

“I’m here, Cardinal. I’m Captain Joshua Macdonald, Tenth Special Forces Group out of Fort Carson Colorado. I was expecting Mr. Gibbs, or at least someone from the military or civilian authority.”

“Sorry to disappoint, Captain. The president has appointed the Council of Cardinals to oversee military matters in this time of crisis. I have been tasked with the gathering of information. I represent the highest levels of military authority and speak for the president in this matter. You are in good hands.”

Rowen could see her father blink in confusion at the screen. She had never heard of such a thing. Why would the church be involved with anything to do with the military?

“I’m not sure I understand, Cardinal,” said her father, holding the screen tight. “I understand our current president is a devout man, but this seems—”

“Rest assured, Captain, that all is as God wills. Now, it is my understanding that you are transmitting from the city itself?” the cardinal asked, cutting him off.

“Where is my father, and what’s going on? This is our private line—” started Gibbs, interrupting.

“The senator is fine, Scott. Communications since the start of this incident have been difficult at best,” he said, raising a hand to calm the agitated lieutenant. “We were unaware that this avenue of communications existed, and are taking advantage of, as you say, a lucky break. We have had limited intelligence as to what is going on in the city. You and your family have done the country a great service.”

“Cardinal Washington, can you give us any intel as to what is going on? How is any of this possible?” asked her father.

“Yes, of course, you all have been very patient. Three days ago, Russian Federation troops attacked cities up and down the Eastern Seaboard. We’re not sure how, but they bypassed every early warning system we have. At no point were they detected before the initial attack. For the moment we are assuming they had inside help, either from a high-ranking government official or military officer.”

“That doesn’t measure up!” said her father, his dark eyes flashing in irritation. “We’ve scouted parts of the city. No matter how coordinated their attack, that doesn’t explain how they managed to avoid every early warning system we have. That doesn’t explain the loss of power to the grid since the attack began, nor the lack of military response. All we saw was one feeble drone attack that was a complete and utter failure that killed thousands of innocent people...including my son!” he finished. Rowen could see that although he appeared calm, his knuckles gripping the tablet were bone white.

The cardinal sighed deeply, plucking off an invisible piece of thread from his robes as he spoke. “I am sorry for your loss, Captain. This has been a difficult time for us all. I myself have many friends in the city, and our thoughts and prayers are with you all.”

Her father’s eyebrows shot up, his jaw clenching and unclenching. “Thoughts and prayers! There are bodies rotting in the streets, Cardinal. Mothers, fathers, sons, and daughters, and you offer thoughts and prayers? Fuck your thoughts and prayers! They won’t do anything to help the dead or save the living! Get me an officer, any officer in the United States Armed Forces with some goddamn authority. I don’t answer to or take orders from religious zealots who have done nothing for this country, who have never sacrificed to protect it.”

Cardinal Washington recoiled from the screen as if slapped, adjusting his glasses. “Typical soldier, turning back kind words with hate speech. You should be ashamed of yourself! It’s no wonder the American people have lost faith in you—”

“Enough!” shouted her father, his booming voice echoing throughout the abandoned subway. “We need evac. Can you provide it? The city is lost, it’s best to retreat before the enemy finishes consolidating its position. We will provide whatever intel we can as soon as we are out of this hellhole.”

“I’m afraid that’s not possible, Captain,” said the cardinal in a solemn tone. “You are currently far, far behind enemy lines. The reason you have not seen a response is that our forces are currently engaged with the enemy. They have pressed their attack far beyond the city; they have moved into Massachusetts and currently dominate air and ground space as far as western Pennsylvania.”

Her father cocked his head in confusion, trying to understand what he had just heard. “The United States military is the greatest fighting force in the world. How is it possible we’re being pushed back in our own territory?”

“Captain, we are asking ourselves the same question,” said the cardinal, adjusting his too-large glasses. “The enemy is employing a very effective strategy of attrition. The bulk of their fighting forces are combat drones, which are formidable and—”

“Why has there not been a nuclear response?” demanded her father, running his thumb along the scar on his chin. “The United States and Russia have had proxy wars for decades now, the reason being that if either side engaged directly, the end result would be nuclear war. No one wants that, but the natural response to an invasion would be a nuclear retaliation.”

The cardinal stared at the screen for an eternity, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. Finally, he shrugged, adjusting his glasses again and clearing his throat. “We can’t respond. Our entire network, up to and including the nuclear football, has been compromised. What you are experiencing in the city, the communications blackout, is only a symptom of the greater problem. There are major disruptions countrywide, infecting even hardline military communications. In many cases, false orders are being sent. Troops are unable to confirm the authenticity of their orders, sowing chaos and confusion. Even if the president gave the order to nuke the bastards, we’re not sure the order would be received. The Russians seem content not to press this advantage on the nuclear front; they are fighting a traditional ground war for the acquisition of territory, not global destruction.”

They all looked at one another in stunned disbelief. Even Gibbs, who had been avoiding eye contact with her, stared, dumbfounded. Rowen did not know how to feel. She had grown up knowing that she lived in one of the most secure countries in the world. America was unassailable! Invasions, attacks...these things happened in other countries, not here, never here. The cardinal was silent for a moment to let the gravity of his words resonate with their tiny group.

“Cardinal, how could the Russians have such an advantage? It was my understanding from our intelligence agencies that they had fallen far behind us from a technological standpoint in recent years,” asked her father.

“We aren’t sure, Captain, but given the effectiveness of their cyber capabilities, we can only assume that this was a major failure on the part of our intelligence community,” said the cardinal, shaking his head in disgust. “I’m sorry to inform you, Captain, but the situation is far more dire than you can imagine. In a single blow they have crippled us—Wall Street, the Federal Reserve, the head offices of most of our major banks are all centered in New York. The nation now faces a severe economic crisis due to this attack. The president has ordered the nation’s banks closed for now for fear of a total collapse, but unless we can quickly end this war, the road ahead will be difficult for us all.”

Her father gave the cardinal a grim, knowing look. “I guess you’re not getting us out of here anytime soon, are you?” he asked in a whisper.

“No, I’m afraid we will need you to stay where you are. Your group is the only source of intel we have for now, and we will need you to take an active role in gathering more.”

“An active role... I’m not sure you understand our situation here, Cardinal,” said her father, his eyes narrowing. “I’m more than capable of doing what you ask, but I’m one man. My intention would be to limit exposure, find a way out of the city on our own. We could provide intel on a passive level, but no more. Please understand we have limited resources. I have my fourteen-year-old daughter—she needs medical attention. I will not put her in harm’s way—and a navy pilot who barely shaves. How could we take an active role?”

Gibbs began to stand in protest, but Rowen put a restraining hand on his arm, shaking her head.

“Captain Macdonald, you have an obligation to your country to follow orders.”

Her father looked to have lost all patience. He gave the cardinal a cold look. “Cardinal, it is my intention to find a way out of this city one way or the other with my family. I have no interest in putting my ass on the line without resources, without backup. To do so would be foolish at best, suicidal at worst. Do I make myself clear?”

“That is not possible,” said the cardinal, sucking in a deep breath, his nostrils flaring. “I am ordering you and your unit to remain where you are, to gather whatever information you can. You will create a militia of any and all available personnel on hand, and you will do your best to disrupt the enemy—small raids, hit and runs, sabotage. You will have the advantage of being a small group. We will send whatever resources we—”

“Unit, what unit?” he asked, looking around. “Are you insane?”

“Captain, I will use every man, woman, and child at my disposal to keep this country from falling into enemy hands. My staff looked at your file while we’ve been talking. This is not the first suicidal order you have been given, yet here you are...you’re a survivor, you beat the odds. I am ordering you to do so now.Do I make myself clear?”

Her father’s eyes were like bullets. If the cardinal were physically present, Rowen was sure her father would have broken the man in half. He closed his eyes, whispering silently to himself. He took a deep breath to center himself. When at last he opened his eyes, he was calm, focused, in control. “Yes, sir, I understand.”

“Excellent...now—”

“One last thing, Cardinal, off the record. Know that you’ve signed a death warrant for myself and my family,” he began in a quiet voice, peering intently at the screen. “I recommend that you pray, to whatever god you worship, pray that I don’t survive this...because if I do, I will come for you. I will come for you and destroy everything that you love. I will make you watch as I do it...then I will end you. Understood?”

The cardinal blanched. Her father’s gaze had that effect on people. It was made more terrifying because he spoke so calmly, as if discussing the weather. Her mother once told her that he had broken an enemy soldier by just staring at him. He just sat across from the man. Staring. The man broke down crying like a child. Rowen almost felt sorry for the cardinal.

Rowen watched Cardinal Washington struggle to regain his composure, wiping sweat from his brow with a trembling hand. “You...will face a court-martial if you survive this,” he seethed. “I will see to it personally. We have no room for soldiers who cannot follow orders. However, now is not the time for threats. We will see whose judgment shall come if we both survive this. Do not attempt to contact us on this line. We will be in touch with your orders when it’s safe, at regular intervals. God be with you,” he said, closing the line.

As the screen went black, they all looked at one another for a long time, no one daring to speak. To Rowen, it didn’t feel real. Her father stood quietly for a moment, resolute. Finally, he nodded to himself. “Well, it looks like this is going to be home for the next little while,” he said, looking around the dismal subway platform. “Settle in, people. I have every intention of living through this. I will not have any of you die at the whims of some upstart zealot. We will survive this. You have my word on that. Do you understand me?”

Despite the dire situation, they all nodded. The empty feeling that had been churning in the pit of her stomach vanished, replaced with the tiniest spark of hope. Not much, but Rowen knew if they were smart, with a little luck, they would have a chance, and that’s all anyone could ask for.


Chapter 15: A Day at the Front

April 2076

 

From the transport plane’s tiny window, the city looked like something out of a nightmare, mile after mile of burnt-out, gray concrete and broken glass stretching as far as the eye could see. The once shining towers, a beacon of civilization, now stood like rotting teeth, jagged and vile.

“How can people live like this? Why do they stay?” muttered Arthur under his breath, tugging at the uncomfortable straps that dug into his shoulders.

“I wanna see,” said Gwen, fully draping herself over him from her seat, looking out the tiny window, mouth agape at the destruction. “Fuck, that’s messed up. I always wanted to see Boston, heard it was an awesome party town.”

Feeling her heat on top of him, the apple wood scent of her shampoo in his nose, Arthur had to close his eyes, trying to control his sudden rapid breathing, praying she couldn’t hear his pounding heart.

“What’s the matter, Arthur; you afraid of flying?” said Gwen, suddenly moving off him and giving him a playful shove...and nearly pushed him through the bulkhead of the plane. “Shit, sorry, still not used to being this way.”

Arthur groaned, rubbing his shoulder and blinking away stars. “It’s ok. It’s not every day someone tries to shove me through a titanium wall,” he said, giving her a tight-lipped smile, the smell of her lingering in his nostrils.

Arthur had only flown once before, that night when the major bishop had come for him, and he had spent most of that trip drifting in and out, barely conscious. But he remembered the soft leather seats where he curled up and the plush carpet he buried his toes in. The cabin had been luxurious, warm and welcoming with fine wood panels. It had been just the two of them on that trip, with more room than he had ever needed, the pilot having locked himself away in the cockpit right after takeoff. The overloaded transport was drab in comparison, gray, unpainted titanium walls draped in bright insulation, exposed cables, and the electronic guts of the plane snaking along the length of the cabin. He sat shoulder to shoulder with the airborne infantry that served as a support unit for Divinity Corps, packed in so tight it made him feel claustrophobic. Arthur didn’t miss the major bishop in the least, but his fancy leather chairs would be welcome now. The threadbare padding on the transport’s seats was painful to say the least, so much so that it cut off his circulation, and Arthur had spent most of the trip squirming in place, trying to keep his bum from falling asleep.

“People stay because it is the only home they know,” said Asahi, sitting across from him, his voice sounding strained and tinny over the dull roar of the engines. “My family lived here, before the Russians came. They stayed longer than they should have.” Arthur looked over to see the pale-haired man frowning, clenching and unclenching his fist. In the months since he had met him, Arthur had grown to like the soft-spoken man. He had never met someone so calm and in control, and Arthur did his best to emulate him. His revelation about his family was a surprise, as the man rarely spoke about himself, preferring to focus on work and training, duty above all else.

“If you wish to wage war, you must pay the cost, Asahi,” said a pinched-faced woman who sat beside him. “If we hadn’t spent so many years antagonizing them, none of this would have happened.”

Asahi raised an eyebrow, shooting her a sour look. “When did you become so heartless, Komiko?”

Komiko shrugged, turning away from him as she tucked a stray gray hair behind her ear. “A day on the front lines will make even the kindest soul bitter. I’m tired of wasting my time fighting over a memory. Boston is gone, its people broken. We should accept our losses and move on. I see little sense in showing our latest recruits our failures.”

Looking at the two of them bicker, Arthur did his best to keep his face blank. His stomach was churning with worry. He and Gwen had just been cleared to go into the field and had strict orders from the major bishop to observe only, to let the more experienced members take the lead.

“Don’t worry, boy, this is what you’ve been created for,” said Asahi. “I can see you’re afraid. I was too, the first time, but you won’t be in any real danger. The rest of us will engage the enemy and push them back beyond our lines. You and Gwen are backup, here to watch and learn.”

Arthur nodded, swallowing hard, positive he wasn’t ready. He had spent more time with the major bishop than learning to fight, and while he had grown stronger, tougher, he still hadn’t shown any abilities beyond opening locks. Something he had decided to keep to himself, given how silly it seemed. “Sorry, I’m just worried. I keep expecting to wake up one morning and be able to do...I don’t know, something, but so far...”

“Don’t worry, cutie, you’re just a slow learner, no shame in that,” said Gwen, giving him a lopsided grin while bouncing with excitement. “Don’t worry, I’ll try not to make you look bad down there.”

“You will do no such thing, young lady,” said Asahi, steepling his palms. “While your development has been nothing short of remarkable, neither of you is ready to be in full combat, not without more training. The two of you will remain by my side. Komiko and the others will engage today. Understood!”

“Yes, sir,” said Arthur, red-faced, relieved, and angry at the same time. He just couldn’t keep up with her, no one could, despite having gone through the process months before she did. Her strength was off the charts and still growing. With a deep sigh, he crossed his arms, trying to forget the memory of her warm body on top of him, but the smell of her kept wafting over him, making his heart race again. He unbuckled the straps holding him in place, about to make an excuse to find another spot, when a burst of static filled the cabin.

“Two minutes to the jump zone, people, so begin your prep,” said a deep voice over the plane’s comm system. The voice belonged to Gabriel, a stern-faced man Arthur had only seen from a distance. He had flown with the pilots, not caring to be social.

Unclipping the leather straps, he bounced to his feet, staggering as the air pressure in the cabin changed with the opening of the massive cargo door at the rear of the plane. “What does he mean—jump zone?” he said, squinting at the sudden brightness filling the cabin, his heart catching in his throat.

“The Russians use some sort of dampening field,” said Asahi, raising his voice to be heard over the roar of the wind. “It’s not always active, and we never know how big the area it affects will be, but most of our technology ceases to work the moment we enter.”

“So we just jump out of the plane?” asked Arthur, swallowing hard.

“Something like that,” said Komiko with a twinkle in her eyes. “If we do our jobs properly, the enemy will be pushed back, whatever device they use to manipulate the field will hopefully go with them, and the plane can land to pick us up. Another fool’s errand will be complete and we will return home.”

“It’s not a fool’s errand,” said the deep voice from the comm system. Arthur looked up to see a round-faced man with a receding hairline striding toward them, dark curls just touching his shoulders. He was dressed in Divinity Corps red, his long coat covering up his ample bulk. Given his size, Arthur was sure he rarely missed a meal, yet he moved with an agile grace. “People still live in this city, it’s our duty to protect them...or have you forgotten that,” he said, walking past everyone to stand nose to nose with the small woman.

“Holding this place has cost us, far more than it should have,” said Komiko, looking up at him and holding his gaze, nostrils flaring.

“Enough!” said Asahi, moving between the two. “Komiko knows her duty—we all do. We can’t change what happened! Gabriel, get us on the ground; the faster we do this the better. Everyone form up!”

At Asahi’s signal, the officer up front gave the order, and the airborne organized themselves quickly, lining up against the wall just as the seating they had been using smoothly folded into the floor, whisper quiet, vanishing as if it had never existed and leaving a wide, open cargo area. Watching the men and women attach their parachute deployment bags to the static line above their heads, Arthur’s heart skipped a beat when he realized that he didn’t have a parachute. He was about to ask how it all worked when a soldier at the front counted down from thirty, then gave the order to move out. Arthur marveled at how soldier after soldier dived from the plane, plummeting to the earth without a moment’s hesitation.

At his side, Gwen squeezed his arm, nearly breaking it, worry crisscrossing her face. “These pricks know we can’t fly, right,” she said, stealing glances from the corner of her eye at the older members of the unit who milled around like nothing was amiss.

When the last soldier deployed, Gabriel pushed through to the front of their small group. Not bothering with pleasantries, he extended his arms like Moses parting the Red Sea, his long, brown curls flapping in the wind. Beside him, Gwen gasped as a pulse of blue light appeared from his hands, tracing down his round form and extending into a solid-looking square platform below his feet, wide as it was long, growing larger every moment. When it was done, he stepped forward, speaking over his shoulder. “Ladies and gentlemen, your chariot awaits,” he said with a small chuckle.

“Do you never tire of that joke?” said Komiko up near the front, her tone weary. “I will go on ahead, man the forward fortification for this area and make sure they don’t get past our lines.” With that, the small woman pushed past Gabriel with a sneer, aiming her hands downward, beams of white light projecting from her open palms like the thrust of a rocket, propelling her skyward. Before anyone could blink, she flew off, not caring to wait for them.

“That cunt of a woman never had any patience,” said Gabriel, walking to the front of the platform. He turned around and planted his hands on his hips, waving everyone aboard.

“Wow, that was harsh,” said Gwen, her eyebrows shooting up. “She must have really messed him up at some point.” She tossed her hair as she strode forward, spinning on her heel to test the platform.

Asahi followed right after, his hands behind his back. “They were good friends once, very close. We all were in the beginning,” he said, locking eyes with Gabriel, “but time has a way of making even the best of friends bitter toward one another.”

Not sure what to make of the exchange, Arthur followed everyone’s lead, gingerly stepping forward, amazed at how solid the platform was, how real.

He jumped back suddenly as walls thick as his leg grew from the platform, reaching up to his waist. “I don’t normally put up the walls,” said Gabriel up at the front, “but since we got kiddies with us…”

Arthur held his breath as the platform shot from the plane, a sense of vertigo threatening to overwhelm him when he realized there was nothing but the floating blue square keeping them aloft, the plane rapidly receding behind them, hundreds of airborne descending beneath them, like dandelions floating on the breeze.

“Holy fuck! This is awesome,” said Gwen, cheering, raising her hands over her head and dancing in place. Arthur felt a smile spread across his face, mesmerized by the slow shake of her hips.

Arthur ducked low, gripping the low wall as the chariot increased speed, racing for the waterline, the hot summer wind tearing at his clothes.

“We have our primary deployment area at what used to be Logan Airport,” said Asahi beside him, pointing to the horizon. “The entire harbor is defended by AAA guns that had been sitting in mothballs for the last hundred years. They are one of the few weapon systems not affected by the enemy-dampening field.”

Arthur could see just waves of destruction below, the once busy airport lined with heavy-duty fortifications and armed with thousands of anti-aircraft weaponry units. “Why do they keep attacking? It looks like they’ve destroyed most everything. There’s nothing left of value.”

“We’re not sure why they keep attacking here,” said Asahi, nodding in agreement, locking his hands behind his back. “When they first attacked the city, they tried to set up a base on Beacon Hill, another at the airport. Luckily we managed to push them out, and since then we’ve set up fortifications like this over the entire harbor with skeleton crews for early warning. They have been testing our defenses every few weeks. They’ve leveled most of the city, yet they keep coming. We can only assume there is something here that they want, and it has been decided from up high that we don’t let them have it.”

As the chariot descended, Arthur began to see signs of readiness, soldiers on the ground scurrying around, manning weapon emplacements. Somewhere in the distance an air raid siren wailed, its piercing scream cutting through the roar of the wind in his ears. Asahi said nothing, only pointed at the darkness forming on the horizon. Arthur could just make out the teeming mass of machines blackening the sky, some so small he could barely see them, others the size of a jet or larger, black and sleek with rotary cannons projecting from their noses, some with a complement of missiles hanging off their wing mounts, all weaving erratically to avoid incoming fire.

Arthur sucked in his breath just as the first wave hit the shoreline, a pillar of incandescent light shooting out from one of the fortifications, cutting a swath of destruction. Before Arthur could take a breath, another beam lit up the sky, vaporizing everything in its path, cutting machines from the air like a massive flyswatter, sending thousands of broken bits of metal and plastic plummeting to the ocean below. As if Komiko’s attack were a starting gun, the AAA batteries lining the shore opened fire, lighting up the sky with smoke and flame, the destruction dimming the bright afternoon sun.

“Komiko,” said Asahi by way of explanation, motioning for Gabriel to put them down. They landed near what was once the central intersection of Logan Airport’s runway system, now a series of transport containers that served as a prefabricated command center for the defense of the area. Not saying another word, Gabriel shot off, his blue platform racing off toward the incoming drones.

“Aren’t we going to help her?” asked Gwen, looking skyward.

“We’re just here to watch; you know that,” said Arthur, blowing out his cheeks, happy to be back on the ground.

“They hardly need our assistance, Ms. Stone,” said Asahi, motioning for them to follow as he entered a nondescript container. “We can watch from in here as long as we are not affected by the dampening field and the power holds.”

Walking into the darkened command center, Arthur scratched at the prickling along his arms. The sensation of ants crawling over him had been getting worse lately, almost to the point of making him crazy sometimes. It was only when he concentrated on other things that the feeling went away. Once his eyes adjusted, he found rows of personnel manning smooth-paneled computer stations that served as early warning systems for this section of the harbor, blue-and-red data holograms floating above their heads, a tense murmur of orders being relayed back and forth. The center of the room was dominated by a massive projection of the fighting at the shoreline, giving them an almost perfect position to oversee all activities in the bay.

Arthur locked his hands behind his back, trying to match Asahi’s calm demeanor despite knowing there were thousands of drones bearing down on them. The older man looked strangely at peace, almost like he was watching the sunrise.

From the projection, they could see Gabriel racing to the shoreline in his shimmering chariot. He extended his palm, throwing up massive barriers, each blocking swarms of incoming drones. Arthur couldn’t help but smile to himself when the enemy’s deadliest weapons were crushed against the shimmering blue walls, falling in bits and pieces like broken toys at the water’s edge. Beside him, Gwen clapped with excitement each time an incandescent beam burned across the sky or a football field-sized wall appeared in front of another deadly wave, the AAA guns mopping up the leftovers. “Is it always like this?” asked Arthur, keeping his voice steady.

Beside him, Asahi simply gave a quiet nod, his eyes never leaving the projection. “Wouldn’t it be faster if you were with them?” asked Gwen across from him, flicking her fingers in and out of the holo-projector lens, giggling when parts of the image winked out. “Hey, what are these red dots along the bottom here?”

“Those are nothing you should be concerned about, Ms. Stone. You are here to watch and listen, not speak.”

Gwen crossed her arms across her small breasts, frowning, muttering something Arthur could only assume was swearing of some sort. They watched in silence as Komiko took to the air. She and Gabriel easily fended off the onslaught, a finely tuned dance of each attacking in turn, boxing in the attacking forces, destroying most and forcing the rest into the waiting AAA guns. Arthur was impressed and had already lost count of the fallen drones. His neck and back grew stiff as the assault dragged on.

“They work really well together,” said Gwen, mimicking Arthur’s thoughts, breaking the silence. “Why is she so pissed at him?”

“Gwen!” said Arthur, giving her a strained look, not wanting to upset Asahi.

The older man merely shrugged. “It has been a difficult time. One of us fell last week. We all accept that death is part of a soldier’s life, but that does not make it any easier to lose friends.”

Watching the holo-feed, Arthur couldn’t imagine how any one of them could even be hurt by the drones, much less killed. He was just about to ask if there was more to it than this when everything winked out, the command center suddenly whisper quiet. In the distance he heard a low boom, like waves crashing on a distant cliffside.

“Impossible!” said Asahi, his normally soft voice made shrill by an undercurrent of worry. Arthur had to step back as pulsing orange waves of light and heat burst from him, banishing the dark. All around him, the personnel in the command center sped into action, wasting no time with worry. They began arming themselves, tossing away headsets and putting on flak jackets, officers scrambling to weapons lockers at the back and the front of the container, efficiently handing out M16 assault rifles and twelve-gauge shotguns.

Without a word, Asahi went to the door, looking skyward. Arthur could hear more booming in the distance, louder this time. “The two of you, remain here. The marines will protect you if need be,” he said, the flames around him growing brighter as he exited the trailer.

“Screw that!” said Gwen, grabbing Arthur by the shoulder and tearing after Asahi. “C’mon, he’s old as fuck. We can’t just let him do this shit on his own.”

Before he could protest, Gwen dragged him out the door into the humid afternoon. Half running, half stumbling, he raised a hand to shield his eyes, scanning the horizon to see what had happened, blinking at the sudden brightness only to realize it was Asahi shining brighter than the sun, swirls of bright plasma arcing all around him, the air in his wake spinning rapidly in a tornado of flame that consumed everything it touched.

He heard the booming a final time, his jaw dropping as one of the AAA guns up ahead toppled over, dark smoke spilling out from a gaping hole in its side.

Arthur was about to run ahead to try and help the soldiers trapped in the burning weapons platform when a pack of dark shapes appeared from the billowing smoke. They walked on all fours and had oddly disjointed metallic bodies that reflected the afternoon sun. Their front legs were short, making them look low and sleek, bodies thin in the middle with larger hindquarters like hunting hounds. They seemed built for speed. Where eyes should have been was a single red sensor, blade-thin, sliding back and forth.

At his side he could feel Gwen suddenly tense as the lead hound fixed its gaze on them, bounding in their direction, spiked claws tearing into the ancient concrete runway, spraying bits of broken stone behind it. Before he could react, a gout of flame slammed into it, its silver-gray body heating to a deep shade of red, then near-white as it tumbled end over end in a shower of bright sparks and scrap metal. Just as quickly, a second and a third suffered the same fate. Arthur looked to the source of the flames to see Asahi, like Vulcan at his forge belching out torrents of destruction, incinerating everything in his path.

“Come, quickly!” he said, motioning them over with a toss of his head. “I will keep the flames focused on the machines. Stay close. I need to find Gabriel and Komiko.”

“You got it, boss man,” said Gwen, falling in beside him, a wide smile plastered on her face.

They moved quickly, Asahi throwing bolts of fire in all directions, his brow creased with worry. The hounds not coming their way were directly attacking the AAA guns, their sleek shapes hurtling toward the towers and exploding in kamikaze attacks. High above, he caught the occasional glimpse of cobalt blue from one of Gabriel’s walls or incandescent beams tearing across the sky as Komiko blasted another wave of drones to oblivion, but the hounds were gaining the advantage. Multiple AAA guns had fallen silent, plumes of smoke darkening the sky above the bay.

Beside him, he could see sweat rolling down the older man’s face, and with each torrent of flame that poured from his hands his breathing grew more labored, like a runner at the end of a sprint who was near spent.

“You can’t keep this up,” said Arthur, shouting to be heard over the violence. “We have to—”

Arthur felt them before he saw them, he wasn’t sure how, just a tingle at his back. He looked over his shoulder to see another pack racing toward them, so close he could hear the mechanical whine of the gears driving them.

“Behind us! Asahi—” Arthur saw stars, his body suddenly floating, a queer sense of weightlessness that lasted a heartbeat before his breath was torn from his lungs as he landed hard on his back, gasping for air. He looked down on his still form to see his uniform torn and tattered, still smoking in places. With a groan he sat up, the smell of soot in his nose, a ringing silence in his ears. He shook his head, trying to blink away the sense of vertigo, and found the world in chaos. Where Asahi should have been was a man-shaped form on its knees, streaks of gold and jagged arcs of blue dancing and shimmering all around. Beside it, standing like a guardian angel, another creature that could only be Gwen glowed amber and white.

Farther afield, Arthur could make out the hounds, or at least something cast in their image, bounding once again toward them. In his mind’s eye they looked like pure shadow illuminated by thousands of blue-and-white points of light, pumping like blood. He focused on them, the itching sensation growing stronger on his arms, spreading to his chest and scalp. Not knowing how, he reached out. It was like the lock from his room so many weeks ago, but the connection was somehow deeper. He understood that the light he was seeing was the driving force of the machines: power, energy, all controlled by a module buried deep within their electronic guts. With a wave of his hand, he halted the flow of energy, breaking the circuit and stopping the machines dead in their tracks, frozen in place midstride.

Rising unsteadily to his feet, he looked skyward, his brow narrowing when he saw the sky had darkened somewhat yet remained bright, almost as if the sun were eclipsed, not by smoke but by something else.

He pushed forward, beads of sweat forming on his forehead from the strain, feeling more of them now that he knew what to look for. Arthur gasped, sensing hundreds, thousands of hounds climbing up from the harbor floor. He reached for as many as he could, like gathering bunches of weeds. Straining, he pulled...and nothing happened. Arthur could feel a tremble run through his core, the beading sweat turning quickly to a river rolling down his face, his back an ocean. A twisted groan brought Arthur’s attention back to the ground. The figure he was sure was Asahi had collapsed, falling face forward, the once-golden aura around him a dull yellow, the jagged blue arcs of electricity once nearly blinding now dim and faded.

Arthur took a deep breath, reaching deep within himself, his mind’s eye seeing thousands of drones scattered across the runway, metallic legs pumping in unison, each one charging for an AAA gun. With the last of his strength he pulled. He pulled until he felt his heart would explode in his chest. Then he felt it, like a mountain being moved, the circuit snapping like the snapping of a whip. He couldn’t breathe, and he couldn’t see. His world was black.


Chapter 16: Beef and Teriyaki

Project Divinity Interview — Subject: Rowen Macdonald (Cont’d)

“That was a really hard time, those first few weeks. My father did his best to keep us going, to give us hope, but Cardinal Washington, his orders...well, to put it bluntly, sir, he was a fucking asshole!” said Rowen, no longer trying to hide her temper.

To her surprise, her piggish evaluator gave her a wide smile. It was a scary thing; he was not a pretty man, with a large bulbous nose and sunken eyes. “In that, Sergeant, you’re damn right. That piece o’ dog shit is responsible for more pain and suffering than you know.”

“We got very little news about what was happening on the front lines,” said Rowen. “The Russians had left a small occupying force in the city, and we used that to our advantage, scouting their base of operations in Central Park. That was mostly my job, that and scavenging with Gibbs, but I think that was more to keep him out of trouble. It was clear they were building something. We couldn’t be sure what. The soldiers who were left in the city were a brutal bunch. We learned later that they had orders to keep the population in line but not to aggravate the situation, but when people with guns get bored…” she said with a shrug. “Not that there was a lot to shoot at after the first few weeks. The lucky ones managed to escape the city, only to become refugees in their own country.”

The evaluator traced a finger along her file, opening it to a red tab. “Report here says you managed to get eyes on their base. How’d you folks get past the dampening field?”

Rowen scratched at the scar at the top of her skull, a small smile playing on her lips at the memory. “Well, I made a friend, sir…”

 

 

November 2073

 

The heady aroma of beef stew wafted through the cold autumn air, causing Rowen’s mouth to water in anticipation. She sat on the damp ground, her small body folded into the nook of a massive elm tree, her pack filled with scavenged smart devices beside her. She liked this spot. It was near perfect, sheltered from the wind on the outskirts of Central Park West. She could see everything while being hidden from view. She pushed her hood back to get a better look her surroundings, making sure she was alone in her little corner before pulling tight the emergency blanket she had layered beneath her poncho, wrapping her frozen fingers around the ration pouch, grateful for the heat of the meal inside that bubbled and boiled.

The day had dawned gray and rainy, a low-hanging fog blanketing most of Manhattan, and she had decided to take advantage, using the gray mist as cover for a project she had been working on, a surveillance system that used smart devices placed in the park to observe the enemy comings and goings. While it sounded easy on paper, she had spent a frustrating morning programming the devices to act as drones, silently flying into position, only to have them fail constantly. Like everything else in this city, they worked intermittently. Whatever the enemy did to kill the electrical grid months ago was still having an effect. The devices in her pack were solar powered and should have had more than enough of a charge to fly anywhere within range, but for some reason she could only get a few hundred feet at a time before the things lost power, only to restart a few minutes later. It was as if there was some pulse every few minutes shutting off the power, like the tide going in and out.

The tab on the package popped up, indicating it was ready. Taking one last look around, she tore open the pouch, inhaling deep, almost drooling. She dug in with gusto. She had left their hidden subway station in Hell’s Kitchen early and had skipped breakfast, so she was ravenous, almost frozen from the damp air, and the hot stew went a long way to driving away the chill in her bones. The small chunks of beef were tender, swimming in dark gravy with a smattering of potato, peas, and carrots. She didn’t quite understand how Gibbs didn’t like this stuff. The rations were good, better than her father’s cooking by far, but then he was a strange guy, and only got stranger the more she got to know him. He was wishy-washy and disorganized, not to mention lazy, but her father liked him, trusted him even, so she guessed he must have been alright. She just wished he—

“Do not move...please,” said a voice in broken English from behind the tree. Rowen stopped mid chew, the food in her mouth suddenly tasting like ash. She shook her head, angry at her stupidity for thinking she was smarter than everyone else, hiding at the edge of the park in the fog, sure that she was invisible.

She sat with a spoon in one hand and the pouch in the other, unmoving, as he came around the tree, combat-ready, dressed in gray-and-white fatigues, the overhang of his helmet obscuring his features, matte-black flak armor covering his chest and back. Rowen swallowed hard as he leveled his AK at her head. He moved like a hunting cat, standing on the balls of his feet, competent, capable, not like most of the soldiers she had seen over the last few months who were more bullies than real soldiers. Any time her unit had put up any real resistance, they had tucked tail and run. She doubted it would be like this today. Desperate, she thought about reaching for her SIG tucked away in her jeans but doubted she could so much as twitch before he shot her. He motioned with his AK for her to raise her hands while throwing a broken smart device to her feet. “I imagine this is yours,” he said, narrowing his eyes. “Stand...slowly.”

Rowen took a deep breath, dropping the spoon back into the pouch. Not sure what else to do, she did as he said, standing up slowly, cursing as the rest of her pouch spilled onto the grass.

The Russian wrinkled his nose, frowning at the fallen contents. If she wasn’t there, Rowen thought he might’ve eaten the brown chunks of beef right off the ground

“Where you get this?” he asked, accent thick and difficult to understand. He replaced his Ws with Vs, making it all the more confusing. Rowen was hesitant, not sure how much she should reveal.

“What, you mean the food? What, don’t they feed you guys?” she said, trying to deflect his question, cringing the moment the words left her mouth, sure that she was about to have a bullet put in her brain.

To her surprise, the soldier lowered his rifle slightly, frowning once again at the wasted food. “Our rations are not like this, they are more like, how you say, pasty cardboard, very bad.”

Watching him, Rowen could see peach fuzz above his lip, traces of lingering acne on his forehead and cheeks. He was young, probably around the same age as Jonah. Her parents complained constantly about how much her brother ate, so much so that they had threatened to put a lock on the kitchen door. “If you’re hungry, I have more.”

The soldier pursed his lips, his eyes darting back and forth from her to her pack. From his expression, she could tell he was conflicted between duty and his belly. Taking a deep breath, he raised his AK, aiming for her head. Rowen’s heart sank as her pulse quickened, her mouth going dry. “Turn around, quickly, your hands against the tree.”

Rowen’s breath came in fits and starts as she turned around and complied. She pressed her hands against the rough bark of the elm, waiting for the end.

To her surprise, she felt him quickly pat her down, easily finding her SIG and tossing it behind him before roughly turning her around, shouldering his rifle. Rowen closed her eyes, shuddering in relief. Hunger had won, it seemed. “Da, yes. Please, beef if you have.”

Rowen turned down her bottom lip before going to one knee and rummaging through her pack.

“Slowly,” he said, raising his AK once again as she began pulling out ration packs, tossing them onto the wet grass.

“Ok, let’s see, I have chicken teriyaki, ahh, here, beef stew. Oh, and this one is apple.”

“Yes, I take, eat now.”

Rowen cocked her head, surprised but not surprised, quickly punching the tabs on the meals, causing the pouches to begin to heat, the odors mingling together and making her salivate. Breathing deep the odor of the cooking, she shook her head, understanding what had happened. “Is that how you found me—the smell?”

“Da,” he said, folding his legs beneath him and sitting cross-legged in front of her. He lay his rifle across his lap and watched the pouch, fascinated. “One of your drones fell on my commander’s latrine. He was very upset, made me spend morning chasing after your little toys when I could have been at camp, warm.”

Rowen groaned inwardly. An entire day wasted, the few drones she had managed to place found by chance.

“How does it heat all by itself?” he asked, taking off his helmet and running a gloved hand through his dark hair. Rowen could finally get a good look at him. He had dark eyes, almond-shaped, with a tiny fold just above the eyelid. His wide mouth with thin lips and nose looked like someone had pounded his face flat.

Grabbing the pouch with the chicken in it, she turned the tab toward him. “When the tab here gets pressed, it activates a power supply. The whole pouch is like a tiny microwave... You don’t look very Russian, by the way.”

The soldier raised an eyebrow, cocking his head. “I am Siberian, not Russian,” he said with a hint of pride in his voice, “and you, your face, your father, he owe money to Bratva?”

Rowen was taken aback, her cheeks going red. Unconsciously she raised a hand to the scar that ran from the tip of her forehead to her chin. She had spent the last few months living without mirrors and had almost forgotten what she looked like. Before she could say anything, the Russian raised his hands, palms up in apology.

Just as she was about to say something, the tab on the pouches popped in sequence, indicating the meals were ready. With a nod from him, Rowen tore open the beef before handing it over. He inhaled deeply, the small smile on his face widening to a toothy grin after the first bite. “Sorry, these marks are normal in Siberia. Men, they borrow money from Bratva. If they can’t pay, Bratva cut their wives, daughters.”

“Bratva?”

The soldier closed one eye, scrunching up his face as he struggled to find the words. “Criminals long time ago, now they are mix between government, bank, and Mafia.”

Rowen nodded, not really understanding. She stood stock-still in front of him while he ate. Looking up from his meal, he eyeballed her for a moment before shrugging and motioning with his spoon for her to sit. “You take chicken, eat.”

Still hungry, Rowen didn’t hesitate, tearing open the pouch of chicken and plopping down on the wet grass, grateful that he hadn’t shot her yet.

They sat in silence while they ate, uncomfortably glancing at one another every few moments before quickly returning to their meals. “You are spy, correct,” he blurted suddenly, staring her down.

Rowen coughed uncomfortably, spitting up the stew in her mouth, fighting for breath.

His only response was to smile as he continued to eat, a small gleam in his eye. “If you are spy, you are not so good.”

For a moment Rowen forgot what was going on, that she was essentially living only at the whim of this hungry Siberian. “Are you going to shoot me or just sit here being an ass,” she said through gritted teeth, her face red with sudden anger.

The Russian’s almond eyes went wide, his flat face breaking out in a toothy grin. “You have fire in you, true spirit!” he said, taking another spoonful of beef, then lifting the pouch to see inside, scraping the sides.

Realizing what she had said, she slowly let out a breath, flexing and unflexing her hands, trying to calm herself, her eyes never leaving his.

“Your accent is strange, different from the fools who live in New York shithole,” said the Russian, reaching for the pouch with the apple pie, covering his mouth as he belched.

“Colorado. My family was on vacation the day you people invaded. I hate this place, just want to go home,” she finished with a shrug.

The Russian’s lips turned down as he nodded to her. “You are like me, stuck in hell.”

Rowen’s brows drew together, not understanding. “How are you in hell? You guys are winning, so you should be happy.”

Wolfing down the apple pie, he shook his head. “Not my war, not my choice to be here. One day I am butcher in my village, the next, I am forced to join Russian army. Idiot politicians in Moscow don’t want to do their own dirty work, they force my people to fight for, how you say, bullshit cause.”

Sitting on the damp grass, the cold seeping into her bones, Rowen wondered why he was telling her all this, why he wasn’t simply shooting her. Before she could ask the question, the Russian stood, dusting the crumbs from his pants. Thinking it was the end, she watched him through hooded eyes, defiant.

To her surprise, instead of shooting her, he shouldered his AK, reaching for her pack and rummaging around for a moment before pulling out a few more ration packs, stuffing a few of the smart devices in his pockets as well.

“Not my fight—not yours either,” he said, looking down at her as he put his helmet back on. “Why should we freeze and die for these old fuckers who sit warm drinking vodka, hmm?”

Rowen sat, her mouth agape, not sure what to say, thinking it was some sort of trick. It was only when he extended his hand that the reality hit her. “Timur.”

She hesitated only for a moment before taking his hand. “Rowen.”

Timur nodded, giving her a half smile. “I will give a few of these to my asshole commander. He is Russian. He will be happy, thinking problems is solved. The rest I put around camp...but you must bring me more like today,” he said, patting his belly.

“You have a preference?” she asked, smiling, her hand still in his.

He again turned down his lips, shaking his head. “Nothing that taste like cardboard.”

Suddenly feeling bold, Rowen held on to his hand as he tried to pull away. “They don’t work all the time. Whatever is keeping the lights off makes them short out, useless.”

Looking down at her hand, Timur nodded. “True, but if you bring me dessert like pie, tomorrow, here. I will give you code to put into your little devices, make them work.”

With that he gave her a sly wink and walked off into the afternoon fog, leaving Rowen confused and just grateful to be alive.


Chapter 17: Fading After Midnight

April 2076

 

Arthur hated this place, with its white, sterile walls, and its sickening odor of antiseptic that turned his stomach. He wondered why he kept ending up here, he lost something every time he came, and now, he was about to lose Asahi.

His commander had never woken from the attack on the runway, and the doctors claimed he was alive by only the barest of threads, and Arthur couldn’t find any reason to doubt them. His frigid body looked more dead than alive, like a corpse, and his already pale skin had become near translucent, the rise and fall of his chest imperceptible. It was well past midnight, and they were alone except for an attending physician who dozed, snoring loudly at the nurses’ station.

The emergency flight back to base had been deathly quiet, with both Gwen and Komiko having stayed on in Boston, Gabriel as usual isolating himself with the pilots. From what he was told, their route had been complete, and the enemy having lost most of their attack forces, and fallen back to a carrier group somewhere out in the Atlantic, where they constructed drones and carried out attacks on what was left of Boston. Better still, they had managed to capture dozens of the enemy’s new drones, giving them ample tools for research. To Arthur himself it still felt like he was in a dream, lost in a haze with what he’d done, even after having controlled all those machines, he wasn’t quite sure what he’d done or how he did it.

Arthur scrubbed his hands through his hair, gritting his teeth, with just the thought of what he’d done in Boston the sensation of ants crawling on his skin returned, worse than before. It felt like they were on the inside of his skull, crawling over his chest. He dug a finger deep in his nostril, scraping hard; sure that one had made it into his nose.

Arthur was about to put his fist through the wall in a rage when he decided he’d had enough. The man dying beside him was a pillar of discipline and self-control, the image of what he wanted to be: calm, controlled. Rising to his feet Arthur began to take deep breaths, grinding his teeth while fighting the urge to scratch everywhere at once.

He imagined he was home in Cherry Hill, running around the fire hydrant in front of his family’s old tenement building. On summer days his father would open the valve, letting cool water gush out into the street, giving them a bit of relief from the staggering heat. He wasn’t sure if it was the memory or ignoring it, but the itch began to fade.

Arthur closed his eyes, letting his mind wandering to distant memories, feeling like he was sinking in deep dark water. His heartbeat, his breathing, everything pulsed in tune with his thoughts. The itching vanished, replaced by a sense of calm.

Arthur opened his eyes and blinked in wonder. The mundane cool, white tile of the infirmary had been overlaid with the fantastic; everywhere he looked he could see arcs of blue-streaking energy, waves of golden light washing over everything. The simple white tile looked to be in motion, vibrating like a hummingbird’s wings. Raising a hand to his face, a laugh escaped his mouth before he could stop it. His small hand was pure gold-encompassed sparks of amber. Looking closer he could almost make out the individual atoms that made up his arm, vibrating and spinning in unison.

His gaze shot over to Asahi’s body, and he understood. His commander’s body was like his, only dimmer, whereas Arthur glowed like the sun at midday, the old man’s form was a reflection of twilight, his spark faded to almost nothing. This is what he had done at the airport, witnessed the building blocks of matter and energy.

Arthur scanned the room, following the blue streaks, knowing they were the power cables hidden in the walls. Even the sleeping physician glowed, currents of blue electricity molded into the shape of a man by flesh and bone.

A sharp ear-piercing alarm called for Arthur’s urgent attention, drawing his focus back to Asahi. Watching his still form he could see twilight had passed, night was coming. One by one the muted, golden sparks went dark, like thousands of lights fading into nothingness.

The sleepy physician appeared like a ghost beside him, the tired doctor poking and prodding, scanning the holo projection of the old man’s vitals. “He’s gone,” the doctor said after a time, but Arthur had known. He had seen the life leave the old man. Arthur stood at his side for as long as they would let him, watching the faint traces of energy that existed in a body after death. Thankful that the old man had taught him one final lesson, even in death.


Chapter 18: The Guns of Battery Park

“So just like that, you trusted this Russian all willy-nilly,” said the captain, his face suddenly red. “How the hell do I know you’re not some spy they’ve sent to sabotage us? Your report definitely looks like that to my country ass.”

Rowen kept her face smooth, not taking the bait. “He was Siberian,” she corrected before continuing, “and he did everything he said he was going to do. We finally were able to start gathering intel. Our mission was suddenly on track because of one lucky break, and all it cost us were some rations that had spent decades sitting in a forgotten subway.”

The fat man’s frown returned as he shook his head, his jowls still moving after he finished shaking his head. “You didn’t answer the goddamn question. How the hell do I know it’s not all horseshit, that you’re not some kinda spy?”

Rowen took a deep breath that she slowly released, blinking in stunned silence. “Given what Arthur, Gwen, and I did in New York, that’s an insane question.”

“Ok, maybe y’all did some good, sure, but when I look at the mess we’re in now, I can’t help but wonder where it all went wrong.”

She looked away, flexing her jaw. “It went wrong when Cardinal Washington sent us help. We had it pretty decent: our militia was growing, we had scavenged enough to have a real base of operations, and then...well—” She paused, not sure if it was a good idea to lay blame on the very organization she was interviewing for.

“Spit it out, girl. I ain’t got all day.”

“Cardinal Washington finally sent reinforcements, members of Divinity Corps, and it ruined everything…”

 

 

March 2074

 

Rowen was about to die. She clawed at the filthy arm under her neck that was choking the life from her. She gouged and scratched, but he was too strong, unbendable, unbreakable. Spots began to appear as oxygen grew scarce, little dancing shadows in the corners of her vision... In her last seconds, the event replayed in her mind’s eye. Sitting alone in the once green park, now little more than gray concrete, hints of winter snow scattered around. Hiding beside an abandoned Ford that was more rust than metal, waiting for the soldiers Cardinal Washington had promised them.

Her father had done a good job finding the occasional recruit from the folks who were trapped with them in the city, mostly hard people who had nowhere else to go and refused to surrender their homes. But what they needed were experienced soldiers. Her father had demanded for months now that they be reinforced, supplied with weapons, armor, and tactical electronics. The cardinal had finally given in and agreed to send a small force with equipment and manpower. Today of all days they had received confirmation that they were on their way. The timing couldn’t have been worse. Her father was meeting with one of the few gangs left in the city, making peace, securing their safety. Rowen was the only one he trusted to be here, so she was here.

They had come upon her unseen, three filthy men moving like ghosts. She should have smelled them, but the icy wind blowing off the water masked the overpowering odor of unwashed bodies and rotting teeth. The tallest of them, their leader, materialized silently behind her, seeing only a small girl, easy meat. It all happened in an instant.

His weight behind her suddenly, the buttons of his jean jacket, winter-cold on her neck, the harsh bristles of his unshaved face scratching against her cheek, his forearm painfully under her neck. She should have been paying attention instead of staring out into the gray waters of the East River. She had gotten careless, and now she would pay with her life. She would never be the soldier she dreamed of; she would die a flat-chested virgin. Her dad and Gibbs—no one would know what had happened. She would be just another body in a city full of corpses. A waste of a short life.

That was when she had a moment of clarity and stopped fighting his fight. She would use the tools she had and not die like some stupid girl. Growling, she dug deep, clinging to the small embers of her rage that were always there, fanning them with desperation until her anger blossomed into an inferno of strength.

She gave up trying to claw at the man’s iron grip, instead fumbling in her waistband for her SIG, grateful that the weapon used an automatic firing pin safety, allowing her to fire immediately without having to flick off a switch. She didn’t bother aiming, simply pointing the gun at the ground and firing wildly, each pull of the trigger shattering the winter silence and echoing across the river.

The filthy man released her, his screams echoing across the park, and clutching at his foot, he fell to his knees, his hot blood steaming on the cold concrete. The remaining two men were momentarily stunned, not expecting a fight. With only moments before the man’s friends came to their senses, she sucked in a lungful of sweet air and dashed under the old Ford.

“You ugly little bitch, I’m gonna break every bone in your body for that!” wailed the tall man, pawing at her legs and feet with one arm, the other clutching at his wounded leg. She scrambled deeper beneath the car, coughing, desperate to catch her breath. Rowen could see his friends moving to the other side of the car to cut her off. They thought she was stupid, a panicked child they could frighten. She had to end this, quickly.

“You’re wrong. I’m the one with the gun, so unless you want today to be your last day…” Rowen let the words hang, hoping the man would give up, run home to his friends, and leave her be. He simply sneered, his pawing hand finally catching her foot, the other men on the opposite side of the car suddenly pulling at her hair.

“No!” she screamed, kicking, her stomach roiling. It all happened in a single smooth motion. She had done this many times at the range. Time slowed for her as she lined up her target with the sight, a single breath exhaled as she pulled the trigger, then a deafening echo, the burning smell of powder in her nose, a blossom of red as the filthy man’s head was no more. She cocked her head, staring in morbid fascination at death, a large pool of blood slowly spreading out from where his head had been, creeping toward her.

Her father had told her she would feel different if she ever did it. She had heard stories, anxiety and guilt making hard-boiled soldiers cry and vomit, but she felt...nothing, just relief. As the ringing in her ears began to subside, the sound of footsteps fading into the distance brought her back to her senses. Scrambling out into the open, she paid attention this time, putting her back to the car. She peeked over the hood just in time to see the two men who had almost had her, disappear into a darkened building adjacent to the park. She could see people looking down at her from the shattered windows, the gunshot having called them. They looked tired and haggard. Desperate. She wondered if there were children. Had she just killed someone’s father? A loving husband? She drove the dark thoughts from her mind, not wanting to think about this now, knowing it would have been her father grieving if the tall man had finished her off first. Shoving her SIG back into her waistband, she buried it all deep down to deal with later.

She rubbed her hand along her throat, tracing the bruising with her fingers. There would be marks, and she would have to explain…explain how close she had just come to dying.

Rowen shuddered at the thought, pulling tight her coat as a brisk wind blew in from the river. The breeze had enough winter in it to freeze her nose hairs and frost her breath. She was in the old park on the southernmost tip of Manhattan, once part of the original defenses of the city. It was no longer much of anything, simply where the high-rises ended and the waterline began, gray and bleak in the low winter sun.

Despite the screaming wind, she heard Gibbs before she saw him, her senses still heightened from adrenaline. She was mildly surprised every time he returned from a scavenging mission, stumbling along like a nervous rabbit. The man had no sense of stealth or self-preservation, walking headlong into danger without a clue. Rowen took a moment to stare. He hadn’t changed much in the months she had known him, only his blond hair having grown longer, his too-young features a little thinner. He hated MREs, eating them only as a last resort, preferring starvation to military rations. Rowen saw panic in his glacier-blue eyes as he looked around, not seeing her. She stood slowly, not wanting to frighten him. “Gibbs,” she whispered harshly, waving him over.

“What was that noise, I heard it from clear across the park. It sounded like—” He choked, covering his mouth, shocked, almost tripping over the headless man at her feet. “What did you do!”

Pulling him down, she looked around, making sure they were alone. He felt warm against her cold hands. “Quiet, you moron, there are more of them around here. This one,” she said, pointing at the corpse, “got the jump on me. I almost didn’t make it. Look.” Raising her chin, Rowen lowered the collar of her sweater to show him the bruises where the man had been choking her. “I didn’t have much of a choice; there were three of them, so what was I supposed to do?” she asked, rubbing her sore throat. “My father has just begun letting me out of his sight. The last thing I need is this.”

Gibbs paled visibly, going from his normal pink to green, genuine concern growing in his eyes. “Are you ok...Couldn’t you have just...you know, winged him? You should be in shock. Most guys I know usually are after they shoot someone,” he said, speaking so quickly she could hardly understand him.

“Do you even breathe when you speak? My god, I’ve never met someone who talks so much or so fast!” she said, taking a deep breath, thinking for a moment. She did her best to explain what his instructors should have taught him. She couldn’t understand—he had moments of utter brilliance followed by moments like this, with huge gaps in his understanding of military doctrine. “You always shoot to kill. He would have killed me if I didn’t get him first. To be honest, I thought I would feel...something, feel different, but I’m just happy that I’ll see my father later today, that he won’t have to grieve for me too.”

Gibbs raised an eyebrow, and she saw understanding blossom in his eyes. He gave her that odd look he often did when he realized she wasn’t just a silly, little girl. “Maybe we should find another spot to hunker down,” he said, looking around. “We can wait for the cardinal’s soldiers somewhere without a headless body.”

“There,” said Rowen, pointing, “if we put our backs to that old cannon, we can still see the water where they are supposed to come in, and we’ll be out of sight, from the ground at least.”

Rowen slipped her hand into his as they made their way with as much stealth as they could muster, not wanting to attract more attention than she had already today. Cardinal Washington had said that his ancestors had fought and died on this ground, defending the settlement that would become New York City, and that it was a fitting place for reinforcements to arrive. Ducking behind the cannon to shield themselves from the brunt of the blistering wind, they did their best to make themselves comfortable.

“It’s not the beach, and it’s not home, but at least I’m near the water, so I guess that’s something. I love that smell,” said Gibbs, breathing deep. He looked strangely happy, despite the cold.

“You live on the beach?” asked Rowen. “I can’t even imagine that, it would be like you were always on vacation. Like a holo-vid of some rich family.”

“Yeah, something like that,” he said, giving her a polite smile. “Seaside was a really cool town, and I miss it. I grew up spending my summers hanging around on the shore and messing around on the boardwalk. All my friends are there, and all my memories. I guess it’s all gone now, stuck behind enemy lines like the rest of the East Coast,” he said sadly.

“You don’t know that,” said Rowen, punching him on the shoulder. “Not much strategic value in taking a beach town in New Jersey.”

“I hope so. Good view from here though. If it wasn’t a war zone, this would be a beautiful spot,” he said, bumping his shoulder up against hers. “I just wish it wasn’t so cold. I hate winter; I shiver so hard I feel like my teeth are gonna rattle out of my mouth, not to mention my hands and feet are always cold. Everything feels slow, makes me miserable. I can never get used to it.”

Rowen gave him a half smile. His hand had felt warm enough when she had held it a moment ago. It felt...good. “If anyone needs to slow down it’s you, beach boy. I like winter. I love sleeping in when it snows. Actually, I like sleeping in all the time, but nothing’s better than waking up, looking outside, and realizing that you can just roll over and go back to sleep,” she said, moving closer to him. “Here, stick close, we’ll stay warmer if we’re closer. New Jersey gets cold in winter, so how can you not be used to the winter?”

Gibbs gave her a smile, putting his arm around her. “My family has a place in Palm Beach, Florida. The day after Christmas, we close up the house and head south for the winter. If not there, some years we go to our place in Arizona, but that one sucks...no beach.”

“Wow, how many houses does your family have?” asked Rowen, wondering exactly who she was cuddling up to for warmth. It just hit her that he never really talked about himself, just technical stuff. He was tight-lipped when it came to his family or his life in the navy.

“I don’t know,” he said with a shrug, “four or five, I guess. My family does naval contracting...and you’ve seen my dad, the great Senator Gibbs. He tells me not to talk about it, says people would try and take advantage of me if they knew about our family,” he said, staring out at the river.

“So you’re really rich...no wonder you don’t like military rations.” she said with a laugh.

Gibbs shook his head, pursing his lips. “It’s not like that—my family is rich, not me. My dad doesn’t believe in handouts. The only money I have is what I make for myself, which is very little. They pay...paid for school, but the rest is all me...and as far as they’re concerned, I’m a screw up. My brother, on the other hand, he’s the perfect one; they love him.”

Rowen could tell she’d hit a sore spot the more he talked. It was clear that he didn’t get along with his family, and he looked like he was about to cry when he spoke about his brother. It was odd; she always saw him as the eternal optimist, always in a good mood, happy to help. He looked so sad talking about them, she just wanted to hug him…

“Uhh, you ok?” he asked suddenly.

Rowen gave a start, not remembering putting her head on his shoulder, but she left it there. His warmth felt nice, easy. Giving his arm a brief squeeze, she said, “Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me. You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to. Tell me more about the beach.”

“Well, there are always tourists in summer, more than you could imagine,” said Gibbs, looking out at the river. “My friends and I would spend the days on the water or just fooling around at the carnival. It always smelled of corn dogs, french fries, and suntan oil. I miss the smell of the place. I met my best friends on the boardwalk, learned everything we needed. Now that I think about it, the first time I kissed a girl was on a spot just like this near the water. It was a warm summer afternoon and—”

“Eww, where the hell did that come from,” she said, shoving him away. Rowen had been lost in the memories with him. She could almost feel the sun on her skin, smell the water, until he mentioned kissing. Was this where he was leading with this? Her mother had warned her about getting too close to boys his age. She knew lots of soldiers who were into young girls. Most girls her age were easy targets, being so insecure. How could she be so stupid?

Gibbs went from his typical pink to beet red, his eyes wide with shock as he realized what he had just said. “What! Oh, no, no...it was just a...never mind... I wasn’t... Shit. Sorry, I wasn’t thinking. I mean, I was thinking, just... I would never kiss you,” he finished with an apologetic shrug.

Suddenly angry with herself for assuming, Rowen stood up to leave. What was she thinking? For the second time that day, she’d been caught not paying attention to what was going on around her. He was just being nice, nothing more. She could see the disgust in his face every time he looked at her. She would find another spot to wait, by herself. “I get it. I don’t need your pity.”

“Pity? What? No, you just said—Rowen, you’re fourteen. I’m not pitying you; I’m not even trying anything. It’s just freaking cold, and my mind was wandering. That’s it,” he said, scrunching up his face, suddenly angry. “What the hell is it with you anyway! I’m not sure what you see when you look in the mirror. You clearly have some messed-up view of who you are and what you look like, but it’s really not that bad.”

Rowen crossed her arms, her nostrils flaring. “That’s what every girl wants to hear—it’s really not that bad!” she said, trying to keep the hurt from her voice, turning to walk away. She wished she was like her mother: beautiful, confident, that men would want to kiss her on a warm day at the beach. Before she could storm off, Gibbs grabbed her arm, pulling her to him. “If you want to keep that arm, you better let go of me!” she snapped, shrugging off his grip. He took a step back, raising his hands defensively.

“I don’t pity you. The only one who pities you is you!” he said, red-faced and shaking. “So you got hurt and it left a few bruises. Everyone has crap they have to deal with, so stop being such a baby. Don’t you get it? Any guy who is going to be with you just because of something so superficial is not a guy you want to be with. You want a guy who wants to, I don’t know, just be with you. Someone who wants to do all the dumb shit you do, someone who laughs at your really bad jokes, someone who you feel comfortable enough around to fart, as my mom would say!” he finished, screaming, his hands flailing above his head.

Rowen felt her anger drain away the more he spoke. Was he right? Was she just being self-conscious? She hated feeling this way, and she didn’t want to deal with any of this now, but maybe she was the problem—her mind kept running in circles. She liked nothing she saw when she looked in the mirror, so how could anyone else? Why would anyone else?

“Besides, you were the one leaning on my shoulder?” he said, suddenly defensive.

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” asked Rowen, her hands suddenly fists.

“Well...maybe you wanted to lead me on or—” He froze midsentence, paralyzed like a deer caught in the headlights. She must have looked terrifying; she could see it in his eyes. Rowen lost all sense of self, her blood pounding like a torrent of fire. Everything went red—she only remembered her fist connecting with his face, his first scream, and then nothing.


***




“It’s really not all that bad,” said Rowen, trying to sound apologetic. She sat face-to-face with Gibbs, his back against the old cannon, his face a mural of red and purple, battered and bruised. “You look like a tough guy now, very masculine.” He flinched as she used a damp cloth to wipe the blood from his nose and mouth. It had only taken a moment, and it didn’t help that he bruised from a stiff breeze. She wasn’t sure what had happened. The last few minutes were a blank, but the end result was a black eye, a busted lip, a nose that she hoped wasn’t broken, and worst of all, his wounded pride. He had almost refused to let her clean him up, but a single look at her clenched fist made him very accommodating.

“Who taught you to fight?” he asked, gingerly touching the dark bruise under his eye.

“Didn’t they teach you to fight in the navy? You should have seen the first one coming,” she countered, trying to make small talk.

“No, you sucker punched me; that wasn’t fair,” he mumbled through a swollen lip. Rowen wondered how she would explain this to her father. The bruising on her neck, the shooting—he would want to talk about that one. She was sure he would never let her out of his sight again. She would be confined to living like a tunnel rat for the rest of her days, the sun a distant memory.

“It wasn’t a sucker punch,” said Rowen, gently cleaning the last of the blood from his face. “I saw it in your eyes. You saw it coming, and you froze. Calling it a sucker punch is your way of avoiding the truth: you got beat up by a girl,” she said, regretting the words instantly. She could see the hurt in his eyes, the shame.

Gibbs frowned at her while she applied a bandage from their emergency kit to his lower lip. Rowen shook her head at him. He could live in denial all he wanted. He was terrible in a fight, but they wouldn’t have made it through the last few months without him. He was part of the team and they needed him. “I don’t know what to tell you. I’m sorry, I don’t know why I’m like this, I just... I will try to remember what you said, the good parts...before you said the stupid part, before I hit you. I’m really sorry. Let’s just try and forget about this, ok?” she said, giving him a pained smile.

Gibbs stared at her for a long time before finally answering. “You know what your problem is? You think this is funny. You beat me up, and it’s a joke to you,” he said, pushing her away and awkwardly standing. “You just want to forget it and move on. Well, it just doesn’t work that way.”

“I said I was—”

“Yeah, you’re sorry, I get it. Don’t worry, I won’t tell your father how this happened,” said Gibbs, motioning to his face, “but I just realized while you were cleaning the blood, the blood you put on my face. You only care about how this looks, like how this will look to your dad. It’s like how you’re obsessed with how pretty or not pretty you are, it’s all the same thing. I’ll tell you the truth: it doesn’t really matter what you look like on the outside, because inside you’re just ugly. You’re an angry person who makes everything about themselves, and I really want to stay as far away from you as possible. So after this mission, just stay away from me.”

Rowen felt like she had been kicked in the stomach. She stood dumbfounded as Gibbs brushed passed her, his words cutting deep. She wanted to chase after him, hit him again, make him see that he was wrong, that she was good inside. All she wanted to do was help—how could he not see that. With a growl she plopped down once again by the old cannon, punching the frozen grass, replaying the last few minutes in her mind over and over again, with only the howling winter wind and running river for company.

The sun was long past its zenith, and the shadows of evening were creeping in when she saw movement in the water at long last, a long and lean dark shape like a spear. Rowen stepped back as a fine spray of mist erupted from the water as it rose to the surface. The compact object was no bigger than a large van, a dull gray with a smooth surface that had no apparent markings or openings. “It’s a sub, I think,” said Rowen aloud to herself, curious. She stretched in a vain attempt to drive the cold from her bones, flexing her frozen fingers and stomping her feet to get some blood flowing into them.

“I’ve read about these,” said Gibbs, approaching from the old bench where he had spent the rest of the afternoon, staring in silence at the water, waiting. He raised an eyebrow, clearly impressed. “These are used exclusively for stealth missions, no weapons of any kind. They are supposed to get small teams in and out of places a normal sub could not go...sort of like the East River,” he said, looking out at the water.

“Oh, are you still here—” Rowen said, giving him a sidelong glance. He opened his mouth to say something but decided against it, his lips compressing into a thin line.

A hatch at the top of the sub opened, and a small compact man climbed out. He wore a dark gray army camo uniform without any patches or markings of any kind. He had salt-and-pepper hair that was stiff as a brush, his dark eyes constantly in motion. He leapt effortlessly from the top of the sub, landing gracefully in front of them.

“We were expecting Captain Macdonald,” the soldier said bluntly, speaking with a slow southern drawl, his voice deep and rough like stones grinding together. Rowen felt uncomfortable as he looked them over, his eyes lingering on Gibbs’ face before giving them a smile that never touched his eyes.

“My father had a crisis to deal with, so he sent me in his place. I’m Rowen, his daughter. How many of you are there on that thing? Can’t be more than two or three?” she demanded, her eyes flashing with contempt. “Is this some kind of joke? Cardinal Washington promised troops, supplies. Please don’t tell me I waited all day in the cold for this.”

“Three! And we’re all you’re gonna need, kid,” he said. “I’m Ariel Young; you can just call me Ari to be quick. That fat bastard tryin’ to squeeze his tail out of the sub is my brother, Augusta. Our sister Mary Beth should be along in a jiff. We’re Alpha Team, part of Divinity Corps. It’s our mission to get you on track to do as much damage as possible,” he said as if that was supposed to mean something to her. Rowen couldn’t believe this. Cardinal Washington had screwed them once again. Sending three soldiers when they were expecting three hundred!

“Three rednecks, that’s all we get—” began Rowen.

“We’re hillbillies, not rednecks,” said Augusta with a grin, coming to stand beside Ari. “Don’t worry, Little Red, we got ya. Now that we’re here, everything’s gonna be right as rain.”

“Good lord,” said Gibbs, looking up at Augusta in wonder. He was almost as wide as he was tall, a massive bear of a man with a bulbous nose and tired eyes. He had an easy, relaxed way about him that one couldn’t help but like. Finally, she could see the last figure emerging from the tiny boat.

“Y’all won’t need more than the three of us,” said a woman who could only be Mary Beth, a round buxom soldier with dark hair streaked with gray, eyes so brown they were almost black. She had a commanding presence about her and sauntered off the submarine like she owned the city, her black leather duster billowing in the cold winter wind. Hanging off her hips was a well-worn gun belt, brown and cracked, like she was some kind of ancient cowgirl. A pair of nickel-plated Berettas glinted in the late-day sun, their holsters swaying with her hips as she strode up to the small group, offering a half salute and a small smile. “Alright, folks, cavalry’s here.”

Rowen shook her head in disgust, not sure what to make of it all. “My father was pretty clear about how bad things are here. Three soldiers can’t turn the tide, no matter what you have in—”

“Cardinal Washington gave us detailed files on your unit,” said Ari, pushing forward, leveling a finger at Gibbs. “I know you, Red. Who is this kid? Some kinda militia recruit or something?”

“What? No, that’s Gibbs, he’s been with us from the beginning,” said Rowen, shaking her head. Looking at Ari, she could see something in his eyes that frightened her. She looked back at Gibbs. He had seen it too, the color draining from his face as he stumbled over his own feet trying to move away from him.

Stepping back, Ari drew his black gray 9mm, taking aim. “The file we got on the lieutenant here says Steven Gibbs, naval aviator, age twenty-nine. How in Sam Hill did you people think this pink-faced son of a bitch was a cunt hair over twenty?”

Rowen was about to say something, try and laugh it all off, when Gibbs raised his hands.

“Wait, don’t shoot, please. I can explain,” he said, backing away, whimpering like a dog that had been kicked one too many times.

Watching the confrontation, the odd things about Gibbs began to click in Rowen’s mind. His youthful face, his dislike of guns, the gaps in his understanding of military protocol. He definitely didn’t know how to fight—he’d proved that today. Was he really who he claimed, and did it really matter? He had never once seemed threatening, always a beacon of kindness. He’d had ample opportunity to hurt them, if she were honest. Instead he’d gone out of his way to be helpful, make himself a part of their team.

Looking into his eyes, she didn’t see a threat, just the battered and bruised face of her friend, even if he was angry with her. “This better be real good,” said Rowen, nodding at him, stepping between the two men. Gibbs stared back at her, a shudder running through his body as he let out a deep breath, a look of thanks on his bruised face.

“If you’ve been messing with us this whole time, I’ll kill you myself,” she said in a low voice before turning to face Ari. “If anyone is going to shoot Gibbs, it’s going to be me. Let’s find out what he has to say before we do something stupid.”

Ari shrugged, never lowering his Beretta. “I got time. Let’s hear it, boy. Make it good.”

For once, words came slowly to Gibbs, his voice a calm whisper. “Stevie is my older brother...was my older brother. I’m an engineering student at MIT,” said Gibbs, his voice cracking as he recounted the details. “I was on a camping trip upstate with some friends. I got real drunk the day before, and I woke up and everyone was gone. I was completely lost. I didn’t know what to do, so I activated my emergency transponder, letting my family know something was wrong. My dad, he’s a senator, knows all the bigwigs. He asked my brother’s commanding officer to do him a favor and send a chopper for his idiot son, keep it hush-hush, off the logbooks.”

“Like my daddy used to say, smells mostly like horseshit to me,” said Ari, shaking his head. “Step away, Red, and let me put this lyin’ asshole down.”

“None of that explains how you ended on that Seahawk or flew it the way you did. And what happened to your brother?” asked Rowen, poking a finger in his chest.

“We have a flight simulator at our house in Jersey. I’ve done six thousand hours. I wanted to be a pilot,” said Gibbs with a shrug. “My brother, he was shot on the deck of the trident just after we set down. We thought it would arouse less suspicion if I wore his spare flight uniform on the trip back to the boat so no one would ask questions. When we got there, everything was chaos, under attack from those drones. They were everywhere, shooting everything in sight. I saw Stevie get hit, go down. I panicked, jumped back in the chopper, grabbed the stick, and took off as fast as I could. I just left him there to bleed out,” he said, bowing his head.

“After the crash, I didn’t think I was going to make it. When you and your dad found me, I didn’t know what to do, so…I just played along at first. I was going to take off as soon as I could, but your dad, he made me feel like I was needed, made me feel like part of the team. I thought if I could do something good here, maybe I could prove to my dad I wasn’t such a screw up,” he said, wringing his hands.

Ari raised his 9mm a little higher, pulling back the hammer. “You ain’t buyin’ this, are you, kid?”

Rowen wasn’t sure. Gibbs had lied, but he didn’t deserve to be shot. The one thing she knew was that he had proved himself to them over the last few months, and that he deserved a chance. “Gibbs is my friend. An asshole, but my friend,” said Rowen. “He’s a good guy, and I’ve known him a lot longer than I’ve known you three, so unless you want to stay here by yourselves, you’ll leave him be. If there is anything to decide, my father is the one in charge. He can make that decision when the time comes.”

Before Ari could answer, Mary Beth placed a black-gloved hand on his arm, forcing him to slowly lower the weapon. “My brother is a little trigger happy, is all,” said Mary Beth with a polite smile and a kind voice. “Ari, we can always shoot him later if we need to. This rabbit don’t seem like much of a threat to me. I doubt he could hurt us anyhow.”

With a shrug, Ari holstered his weapon, moving back to the sub with Augusta to gather what little equipment they had brought with them. Rowen let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. As she turned to face her friend, he gave her a grateful smile. “Thank you,” he whispered, his voice shaky. “That was more than I deserved after the way I treated you.”

Rowen gave Gibbs a brief shrug. “I don’t think you’re out of the woods yet. It’s a long walk home, and you have a habit of pissing people off,” she said, motioning to his face with a smile. “You still have to explain all this to my father, so good luck.” She wondered what her father would make of all this. They had all hoped for real soldiers, a platoon of servicemen and women who could at the very least help them, and at best give them an avenue to escape this dying city. She didn’t believe for one second that these three would make a difference.

“How long is it to home, sweetie?” asked Mary Beth, easily shouldering a large pack that her brothers had brought from the sub. “Daylight’s burnin’, and I don’t really want to be trekking through unknown territory in the dark.”

“It’s about two hours,” said Rowen, “but we’re better off waiting for dark, less chance of being picked off by patrols. There are also a few gangs that have started claiming territory. That’s what my dad was doing today with what little militia we’ve recruited, clearing out the worst of them...negotiating with the rest of them, giving us a clear path. We were expecting a lot more of you, exactly what—”

Rowen’s eyes went wide as Mary Beth’s hand shot out, faster than she could see, stopping just a hair’s breadth from her face. It took a moment for her senses to catch up, the thunderous echo, the brief hiss of flying lead. She recoiled in shock when the buxom woman opened her hand, revealing the flattened bullet meant for Rowen’s head.

“You best get some cover, sweetie,” said Mary Beth, drawing her Berettas and moving to stand in front of her protectively.

Rowen hesitated for only a moment before diving behind the old cannon. Poking her head out, she watched in fascination while Mary Beth went to work, shooting blindly to her left, her bullet finding a figure, on the roof of the tenement, who groaned in surprise, he and his rifle tumbling six stories to the ground with a heavy crash. “Seems y’all had some uninvited guests waitin’ on ya,” said Mary Beth with a smile, squeezing off two more shots in front of her. One of the men who attacked Rowen earlier stumbled out from behind the old Ford Rowen had used as cover, clutching his bleeding throat. It looked as if he had come back and brought more friends with him this time. “Y’all sit tight. I got this,” said Mary Beth as she stepped out into the open to challenge the motley crew of men who had gathered. Rowen could see they were looking for payback. Seeing a lone, dark-haired woman step out, they did not hesitate to rain fire down on her.

Mary Beth’s smile only widened as she gracefully sidestepped the hail of fire, dancing to the left and right as bullets whizzed by her. She moved faster than Rowen could see, seeming to blink from place to place. Taking a heartbeat to aim, she emptied the remaining rounds into a group of men tearing around the corner brandishing dark iron pipes and splintered bats, each thunderous shot scattering torrents of red, precisely felling its mark. Her clips empty, she leapt back like she could fly, landing beside the cannon next to Rowen. She gave her a quick wink as she ejected both clips and reloaded with a practiced ease while shrapnel exploded around them. Rowen’s eyes widened, and she watched in awe as the black-clad woman returned to the fight. She was a blur, dodging, weaving, gracefully avoiding the deadly rain of bullets, all the while her Beretta answering the call of violence with deadly purpose. Amazed, Rowen turned to see her brothers watching the spectacle with bored indifference.

“Aren’t you gonna help her?” asked Rowen, trying to keep her head down, confused as to why they did nothing.

Both men shrugged in unison. “My sister likes her guns,” said Augusta, eyeing the situation. “It’s not like they have a chance. Let her have her fun.”

Returning her attention to the dark-haired woman, Rowen had to agree. She was a happy warrior, the wide smile on her face telling a tale of joy, every shot a work of art.

It was a dance of steel and blood, her black duster streaming in the icy New York wind, her gray-streaked hair wild with chaos. Moments later, it was over. Mary Beth stood unscathed, bodies of their would-be attackers strewn around dead or dying. She never missed, not once. Nodding to herself in satisfaction, she spun her Berettas around dramatically, smoothly returning them to their worn leather holsters hanging on her hips. “Y’all can get up now. These boys won’t be making any more trouble,” she said with a satisfied grin.

“My sis is a bit of a showboat, but right as rain, told ya,” said Augusta with a smile as wide as he was. He got to his feet, dusting himself off. “Colder than hell in this godforsaken city. We got some more supplies coming in once we get set up. Now that we’re here, we can remote pilot the sub back and forth to our supply dump.”

“I think they might be useful,” said Gibbs, looking around at the carnage, his mouth agape. Rowen agreed, nodding stupidly, her eyes never leaving Mary Beth while the team finished unloading supplies from the tiny sub. The buxom woman was confident, self-assured. She looked like someone who took whatever she wanted. Rowen was certain no one ever pitied her, and if they did they regretted it quickly.

“Can you teach me to do that, catch bullets?” asked Rowen bluntly, looking over to the older woman. “I’m a good shot, and I want to do what you do.” Rowen would do anything to fight like her. The dark-haired woman was lightning made flesh, violence distilled.

Mary Beth looked taken aback for a moment before shaking her head. “Sorry, sweetie, best you stay a little girl for a while longer. Trust me: growin’ up too fast...it’s not good for the soul.”

Rowen took a step forward, standing on her tippy toes, challenging the older woman. “On the day of the invasion, I watched my brother die. I have survived in this city for six months. I survived the world falling apart and watched people starve. I have the scars to show for it,” said Rowen, her voice barely a whisper. “I almost died today. I had the choice to be a victim of a man like these men you killed today...I killed him instead. I stopped being a little girl a long time ago.”

Mary Beth closed her eyes, seeming to fall into herself. It only took a moment, but when her eyes opened again, she looked determined yet pained. “You quick with your hands and feet? I ain’t wasting my time with a clumsy sow,” asked Mary Beth, her voice tinged with sadness. “You’ll need a gun, a good one, somethin’ that feels like a part of your hand.”

Rowen nodded, reaching into her waistband. Pulling out her SIG, she ejected the clip and removed the round in the chamber before handing it to the older woman.

Turning the weapon lovingly over in her hands, smiling as if she was seeing Rowen for the first time, she said, “SIG Sauer P620 compact. You got taste, good weapon for someone your size, lots of stopping power. Precise...but you gotta get a holster, girlfriend, gun in the waistband says low class. Redneck,” she said, handing Rowen back the weapon. “You may have somethin’ I can work with. I can’t teach you everything, some of it is God-given, but we’ll give it a shot for a few days. But if it don’t work, I’ll throw you back like three-day-old catfish.”

“Thank you, I’m grateful,” said Rowen, a weight vanishing from her chest.

“You probably won’t be once I’m done with you, but we ladies gotta stick together, show these boys how it’s done,” said Mary Beth, putting her arm around Rowen. Together, they started the long walk back to Hell’s Kitchen as day turned to night and the cold wind blew through the dead streets.


Chapter 19: Crossing the Potomac

May 2076

 

Arthur sat alone in brooding silence as a pocket of turbulence violently rocked the cargo plane. Lost in thought, he hardly noticed. It had been a difficult day of a difficult week. The boy he had been sent to recruit had been defiant, willful. Arthur understood. It wasn’t so long ago that he had been that boy, forced to grow up quickly, to give up everything for an uncertain future where death lurked around every corner. Looking at the boy, tied and unconscious, bound to his seat like a hunting trophy, he felt a wave of guilt. Arthur hated violence. It was a bad way of getting what you wanted, but it was the only thing some people understood, and he could not return to the major bishop empty-handed. The boy’s mother had made the call, brought Arthur to their door, so he didn’t feel bad for what he did to her. The doctors would fix her, bones would heal with time...she had money to pay for the best now. Better her pain than his. The major bishop’s punishments for failure were harsh, as he had seen firsthand.

In the months since Asahi’s death, Arthur had been reassigned to recruiting, finding more people like himself. It made almost no sense given what he could do, but he did what he was told, like a good soldier. What choice did he have?

Arthur fingered the medallion under his uniform, the one Gwen had given him for his birthday, wishing she were with him. He needed someone to talk to and she understood him, the sacrifices they had to make, the things they had to do. It was strange that someone he had known for only a few months knew him better than anyone. He wondered again what he was to her. He was sure she didn’t know herself. He had foolishly asked the major bishop about it, and he had scoffed at him, telling him he was too young. Puppy love, he called it. But to him, she was everything. He knew it upset her whenever he showed his feelings, so did his best to hide them. She would come around in time; he was sure of it. When Uriel had been hurt, she had spent the day crying in his arms. You didn’t do that with just a friend, did you?

He cursed as the plane shook violently once again, throwing him from his seat to the cold steel deck of the cargo plane. He should have been strapped in, like his prize, but the leather straps always made him uncomfortable. Getting to his feet, he headed to the flight cabin to see what was going on. He danced his way across the length of the aircraft, stumbling along as the plane careened back and forth. He could hear the frame of the aircraft twisting, the straining metal wailing. Opening the door to the cockpit, he found the flight crew in dire straits, the pilot straining against the controls, alert lights screaming for attention.

“Is everything ok?” asked Arthur. “What’s going on?”

“The autopilot failed, Arthur...sir, sorry,” said the pilot, his voice trembling. The cockpit stunk of fear. “Half of our systems just went dead, the electric controls for the hydraulics are only partially responding. I’m having a hard time keeping her up...oh god,” the pilot gasped, paling as the cabin went dark, and the plane engines fell deafeningly silent.

“Where are we?” asked Arthur, trying to remain calm as he felt the plane begin to drop, his stomach sinking. Looking out the window, he tried to find a landmark. The skies were dark, smoke in the distance. He could see swarms of machines descending like locusts, cutting everything in their path. “Our enemy is attacking, like in New York and Boston. Their signal is what killed our systems. Power won’t be coming back any time soon. Can we find a safe spot to land?”

“D.C., sir. We just passed Andrew’s Air Force Base. Reagan Airport is coming up. We were about to radio the tower about our difficulties, but without the radio, and with the hydraulics dead, I can’t glide or slow our descent. We’re thirty thousand feet and falling like a stone. Terminal velocity. We’ll all be dead in about two and a half minutes unless we can restart the engines, or at the very least get the electrical system working so we can keep the nose up and pray a belly landing works out for us.”

The desperation in the tiny cabin was palpable. Arthur may be able to survive a crash like this—he wasn’t sure of the extent of his durability since his ascension—but these four men, and the boy unconscious in the cargo area, certainly would not. It would take a miracle. “Move aside; let me try something,” said Arthur, trying to remain calm. Taking the co-pilot’s seat, he placed his hands on the controls. Focusing, Arthur closed his eyes, reaching inside himself...finding whatever it was that made him able to do the things he did. He had done things like this on small systems, computers, locks, drones. Never anything this big. He closed off his senses, steadying his breathing, thoughts collected. He could feel all of himself, the cool air of the cabin caressing his skin. His heart, its steady rhythm beating like a drum in his ear. His blood coursing. Arthur felt like he was falling, descending into a dark, cool ocean at night, bright stars visible up above from the depths of the water, shimmering with its movement. Everything was calm in this place, his core.

Arthur could hear the pilot, his voice an echo as if he spoke from far away. “Twenty-five thousand feet.”

He reached outward once again. He knew no other way to describe it, his hands pulling back a dark curtain revealing the mystery hidden from the mundane. When he opened his eyes again, he could see the world as it truly was, all of it, every bend of light, each wave of energy, individual particles of matter vibrating in space and time. This was the strangest part of his ascension, this odd power to see the world as energy and light. The pilot and co-pilot were no longer flesh and bone, but currents of electricity bound by flesh and blood into the shapes of men.

Outside, beyond the plane, the world was a cascade of light, streams of silver and gold streaking across the sky. The city of Washington was dark when it should have been brighter than an exploding star, a network of chaotic color and sound. Cities usually were. Yet he could see waves of dark energy washing over everything, dampening life and stopping the flow of electricity. A pale, washed-out gray consumed it all, like the color of sadness. The wave danced like a shadow over the plane, stopping the flow of electrons, choking the fuel supply. After many months of practicing, seeing this mirror of reality, Arthur knew that he was seeing signals, wave patterns, data being transmitted over the ether. He knew he could control it, bend the machines to his will, like controlling the strings on a puppet. Turning his power outward, he tried to deflect the dark wave washing over the plane. It was like trying to catch a raging river or hold on to the wind, hopeless. He could feel beads of sweat forming on his brow, his muscles constricting from the effort of trying to protect the plane. Refocusing, he delved into the aircraft’s electronics, touching its core, sending streams of electricity coursing through its arteries, pumping fuel into its iron heart. Nothing.

“Twenty thousand feet,” came the echo again, raw and hoarse.

Arthur could feel the veins in his temple throbbing, his whole body vibrating in pain like an exposed nerve.

“Fourteen thousand feet! We’re crossing the Potomac.”

In a wild flurry, Arthur reached outward again, the strings of darkness slipping again and again from his fingers, impossible to grasp. He was drenched in sweat, his body a wet, trembling rag, his own stink filling his nostrils.

The echo came again, softer this time, accepting of the end, ringing of death. “Five thousand feet! Impact in thirty seconds.”

In a last desperate attempt, Arthur pulled back. He was not sure how else to describe it, but he could see all of the city and beyond. He saw the dark wave as it crested and cascaded. He followed it, chasing it back to its source. He found a dim star, the enemy transmitter high above, like nothing he had ever seen. It looked like an angry boil, anger manifested. He grabbed it roughly in his hands. In his duality of vision he could see the enemy structure, a rough metallic orb that floated with no visible means, aglow with sickly green light, broadcasting its power-dampening signal. He admired it, could see it like a fragile flame, desperate to keep burning. He reached to snuff it out. He could also sense something more, a vague resonance that he couldn’t quite understand, like trying to remember a dream, reaching back to him through the signal. It didn’t matter, he didn’t care; with the last of his strength, he crushed it his palms, snuffing it out, silencing it as if it never was.

Up above, they could see the fiery explosion, the enemy object transformed into a fireball screeching toward the earth. A smile dawned on his sweat-drenched face as he felt the engines roar to life, blue streaks of electricity coursing in every direction at once, the fiery inferno of burning fuel running into the plane’s metal heart. He could see it all happen, the flow. His body twitched with exhaustion. What had he done? He had never done anything like that before. Since his ascension, he had been good with machines, touching them with his mind, probing data with his thoughts, but never so powerful, feeling the machine. Crushing that object…had been—

“We’re back! You did it, kid, fuck yeah!” said the pilot. Cheering in relief as the plane leveled off, the flight crew broke Arthur’s reverie. He looked at the four men, his tired gaze threatening. The men visibly paled at his anger. “Sorry, sir,” they said in unison. Arthur gave them a brief nod as he returned to studying the skyline. He could feel the tension drain from them. They were just happy to be alive and meant no disrespect. It was one of the first things the major bishop had taught him. That he was greater than normal men, above them, even if he was still young. He would have to teach the world how to treat him. If he behaved as a child, he would be treated that way; behave as a superior, and that’s how people would treat you. The major bishop felt that people were weak-willed—sheep. The more Arthur learned, the more he agreed. He had no rank, had never served, yet he had power here. They deferred to him, feared him.

As Arthur studied the skyline of the capital, he could see the remaining swarms of tiny machines coursing with electricity scouring the city exploding in crimson and orange, burning everything they touched. But they could fight back this time. More than just the boys and girls of Divinity Corps, but regular troops. For once, American technology might be able to turn the tide. By destroying that object, the source of the power disruption, he had given them a chance. “The war has come to Washington,” said Arthur with a cold formality. The major bishop had warned that times were getting desperate. He just hadn’t realized how much. “Send a message to CENTCOM, also contact Divinity Corps, tell Major Bishop O’Connell. Tell them, tell him, to mobilize everything we can,” said Arthur. “We have a chance. Tell him we can fight back. We’re going to save this city!”


Chapter 20: The Battle of Washington

May 2076

 

Diomoxicin, D as the doctor had called it, was like nothing she had ever felt before. It was heaven wrapped in ecstasy. Her entire body was vibrating like a wailing guitar string, and she had to move, rock out. With a smile, she closed her eyes and began to sway her hips, bouncing along to the idea of a song in her head. Gwen fished earbuds from her pocket, and finding her favorite playlist on her smart device, she pumped the volume to maximum and raised her arms above her head, spinning in a circle, she vibed to the house beats of her favorite, old-school K-pop mix, free and alive. It was intoxicating. Swaying to the rhythm, she could hear a vague shouting, like a buzzing bee in her ear, a presence beside her, a hand laid gently on her arm. She opened her eyes to find Arthur in front of her. He had a soft glow around him like the night they had met so long ago, flecks of amber in his liquid-brown eyes beautiful like the sun at twilight. He was beautiful; he was always beautiful, until he talked. Luck would have it that she couldn’t hear a word he was saying, the music in her ears drowning out whatever boring or serious thing he was babbling on about. One day she would teach him to have fun.

Arthur’s touch and the pungent smell of jet fuel brought her back to reality for a moment. They were standing in between their respective transport planes. The major bishop had ordered her to meet Arthur in Washington D.C. at Andrews Air Force Base, and the hanger they were in was usually reserved for the arrival of important people—presidents, dignitaries, and other assholes who messed up the world. They were waiting for the major bishop and the new members of Divinity Corps recently cleared for duty, Gabriel and Komiko, having gone ahead to fight the bad guys. It had been almost an hour and she was bored, so she had taken a small sample of D to make the time pass a little quicker. Arthur’s pretty face was strangely contorted as he pointed to her ears, mouthing, screaming. She simply shrugged and danced on, pretending not to hear. She pranced around him while he flapped his arms like an angry bird. With a laugh, she began twirling an invisible lasso over his head, going “Gangnam Style” and ignoring him. She could see his rage as she danced, spittle flying from his face. She didn’t care. He was becoming too full of himself and making him angry like this was fun!

Gwen could see his patience had come to an end. He reached for the smart device in her hand and she balked. “No, no, no,” she mouthed with a smile, wagging her finger at him. With a sudden surge, he reached out to grab her, and she leapt back, and found herself high in the rafters of the hangar, confused as to what she was suddenly doing there. She looked down in awe to see tiny Arthur, his mouth agape, pointing at her. Suddenly sober, it took her a moment to realize she wasn’t standing on anything. She was simply floating free. With a loud squeak, she fell like Wile E. Coyote. Coming to the realization that there was nothing beneath her, panic welled in her. The only thing missing was a puff of smoke. She crashed to the earth in a cloud of dust, coughing and sputtering.

“How did you do that!” asked Arthur, racing to her side, helping her to her feet, anger forgotten. His eyes were wide as she returned her earbuds to her pocket, feeling very sober suddenly.

Gwen looked down at herself, a smile growing on her face. “I’m not sure, but it was awesome. I want to do that again, maybe without the falling on my ass this time,” she said, pushing him aside and jumping in a circle.

“Maybe we should wait,” said Arthur, serious as always, “take the time to figure things out.”

Gwen did not want to “take the time to figure things out.” She could still feel herself vibrating, the need to move like an itch that had to be scratched, a door that she couldn’t leave closed. Was it the drug? Thinking back, she closed her eyes, feeling, imagining Arthur’s hands reaching for her, her annoyance at him, wanting to be away from him. She felt a rush of movement, the vertigo of displacement, air being driven from her lungs, the sudden coolness of open sky. Opening her eyes, she found herself high above the airfield, floating in the clouds. Looking to the horizon, she could see the curvature of the earth and the black threshold of space. Below, the city of Washington, the Potomac on one side, the Anacostia on the other. Her heart vaulted from her chest, lodging into her throat, her breathing short at the realization of how high she was, her entire body shaking in terror. There was nothing, no handhold, no perch, no safe spot to cower. She plummeted, tumbling head over heels. She screamed forever, her breath running out before she sucked in another lungful and began screaming again.

Tamping down her panic, she closed her eyes. The ground raced toward her, wind screaming in her ears. She could do this, or at least thought she could. Gwen imagined herself away from the ground, hurtling to the stars as she had with Arthur present. Nothing. She opened her eyes to find the ground closer, approaching faster than she could imagine. She could see small details now, people, lights, and cars. She had no clue if she could survive a fall from this height and didn’t want to find out. Looking away to distract herself, she focused on the receding clouds, high above, so peaceful. One almost looked like a scowling major bishop, and there, another looking like Amon and Uriel locked together. With a lurch and sudden rush, she found herself hurtling upward like a bolt of lightning returning to the heavens after striking the earth.

Understanding blossomed in her mind. She had it now. It was all about where she wanted to be, sort of like walking. She didn’t have to focus on each individual step—she just had to walk. Taking a calming breath, she drifted along, marveling at this thing she could do. The less she thought about it the easier it was. Her flight was a part of who she was, a natural function like breathing. At this height, the thin air was cool and crisp, a contrast to the warm sun. She felt detached from it all, the world below like a distant old memory. Gwen began experimenting, diving and spinning, racing up and down the airfield testing how fast she could go, chasing the horizon. It was exhilarating. A thought ran through her mind, her lips turning up into a giant smile. She slipped her earbuds back on, searching her playlists until she found something mellow, and lay back, simply drifting, enjoying the moment. She could go anywhere now, in this instant. No one could stop her. She could vanish without a trace to some tropical paradise. Live on the beach, drink real piña coladas and not that rotgut they sold here. Get high every day, maybe find a cute boyfriend. It could be awesome…

“Fuck,” she whispered, her chill mood suddenly fading. It was a nice fantasy, but she would be bored within a week, she knew. The major bishop was an asshole, a miserable old pervert, but he kept his word, always. Growing up with her lying bitch of a mother, she learned to value adults who kept their word. It was a rare thing. He had given her the life he had promised her, wealth, power, respect. She wanted for nothing. She would not be a piece of shit who broke their contract. She would finish this war for him, as promised. Then she would be free to find something more interesting to do.

Stretching like a cat, she rolled over to look out over the smoke-filled capital. From this height, it all looked like some old-timey silent film, no screams or sirens, the destruction of war on mute. The city was blanketed with swarms of drones casting their deadly shadow over the Capitol building. Around the White House Gabriel had formed a giant blue barrier, using it to deflect an onslaught of artillery shells launched from enemy drone tanks that lined Pennsylvania Avenue. He and Komiko were protecting the president and the cardinals, but she could see they were no longer attacking back, faltering from the onslaught. She would start there.

Returning to her smart device, she searched for something that would fit the moment, an anthem to destruction. She found an old song that her mother had loved. The old hag was a bitch, but she did have good taste in music. Blasting the sound to maximum, she closed her eyes, bobbing her head slowly as the powerful chords of Angus Young’s guitar danced in her ears, her body vibrating along with the blindingly fast crescendo of the rhythm, then a single word shouted in defiance accompanied in time by the deep pounding of a bass drum: “Thunder!” the crowd cheering in unison, repeated again and again, “Thunder!”—more powerful with each incantation—the guitar faster and faster, feet stomping, voices screaming, “THUNDER!” Gwen hurled herself from the heavens like she was hurled by Zeus himself, faster than the eye could see, the very air booming in her wake. She aimed herself like a missile, an invincible instrument. With a great crash she tore through the lead tank as if it were papier-mâché, a great hulking metal monster bristling with weapons, promising death, broken and burning in an instant. She hardly slowed.

The doctors and reverends had been unable to determine her capabilities and could only guess at the upper limits of what she could do. They had never had anyone like her in the corps, not to mention she often held back, not wanting to hurt anyone. Today was different. She would see what was possible, no hesitation or mercy. She waded through, blitzing from tank to tank, tearing steel and iron with her bare hands, pounding metal into scrap, throwing the entire tank unit into confusion and disarray up and down Pennsylvania Avenue. Gwen grunted, her momentum slowed. Behind her, one of the tanks had opened fire, round after round of heavy machine-gun fire dancing along her back. Turning, she unconsciously raised a hand to protect her face and marveled at the bullets deflecting off her palm. Irritated, she charged ahead, grasping the tank by its main cannon, spinning the behemoth in a wide circle. With a primal scream, she released it, a satisfied smile on her face as it hurtled toward the heavens, vanishing from sight. With a curse, she found herself thrown once, twice, disoriented as shell after shell exploded on her skin. The tanks had stopped shooting at the barrier, focusing instead on her. Clearly she was the real threat. “Motherfuckers!” said Gwen. Looking down at herself, she found herself exposed, breasts out. Her outfit was in tatters, exposing her pale skin and petite form.

“That was Gucci, assholes. You’ll pay for that!” she said, enraged. She would fight tits out, naked as the day she was born. She couldn’t care less. With a feral yell, she charged once again, a whirlwind of destruction, decimating everything in her path without mercy. She had their attention now. The tanks, the drones circling the Capitol building cutting it to pieces, all turned to her, unleashing a fury of rocket fire, flame, and burning liquid metal down on her exposed form, blinding her in the moment. Gwen found herself at the heart of a fiery crater, forced to a knee, the enemy unrelenting in their assault to see her destroyed. She could feel the impacts, small hurts on invincible skin, pushing her back. Whispers of doubt bubbled up from deep within her, speaking in her mother’s cruel tongue, calling her a failure, mocking her for being a whore. Power waning, fatigue building in tired fists, she had to end this, turn the tide before self-doubt stole victory from her.

“Fuck you assholes! Bring it on!” she screamed, the thought of her mother’s sneering face giving her strength. She forced herself to her feet, bracing herself, suddenly inspired. She spread her arms wide, absorbing the fury, drawing the machines in. She lifted slowly into the air, the center of the maelstrom. Taking a deep breath, with every ounce of strength she slammed her hands together in a deafening thunderclap, sending a wave of exploding pressure outward, compressing the very air, igniting it, incinerating everything in its path. Faster than she could blink, the wave pushed outward, shattering concrete and iron, melting steel, meting out devastation in its wake.

When it was done, she found herself floating above a barren and broken landscape, a crater beneath her the size of a football field, dust and ash drifting in the air, nothing moving. Exhaustion overcoming her, she fell to the ground, her breath labored. The butcher had been fed. Death should be satiated with what she had done here today. She would return to the hangar. She lifted off, and it felt easier now, more natural. She aimed for the clouds, hungering for cool, clean air to chase away the scent of smoke and death in her nostrils, only to find gravity clawing at her heels and dragging her painfully back to the crater her shockwave had made. With a grunt, she fell to her hands and knees, struggling to understand what was happening, jumbled thoughts running away from her. The world became a blur, spinning topsy-turvy as she stumbled to her feet, the corners of her vision going dark. She clutched at her throat, desperate to breathe. There was nothing she could do. Her strength was useless here. She closed her eyes as her world went dark, and she waited for the end.


Chapter 21: D.C. to Pennsylvania

May 2076

 

The choking ash blotted out the sun, turning day to night as a shroud of dust hung unmoving over the destroyed capital. It had been only a few hours since Gwen had done the impossible, displaying a level of power no one could have imagined. The explosion had set into motion a nightmare for the country, an American Hiroshima, the largest loss of life and property ever in the history of the nation. When Gwen hadn’t returned or contacted them, he thought the worst. Arthur had immediately commandeered a medical evac helicopter, a dust off as they were known. He and his pilot had been searching for hours with little to show for it. He was desperate to find something, any sign that she was still alive, but hope was quickly fading along with the sun. She had to be down there somewhere. He remembered with a sinking feeling standing in the hangar at Andrews and being knocked off his feet from the shockwave. They learned very quickly she was at the heart of it. The news cameras were still broadcasting on repeat her unbelievable attack on enemy forces. The city that was no longer a city. Around the Capitol building, every living thing had been vaporized, turned into the heavy dust that they struggled to fly through, a situation made more difficult due to the heart of the nation being reduced to broken concrete and stone. Finding a single girl was an almost impossible task, but he kept looking anyway.

“There’s nothing to see down there, sir, so we should head to the evac with everyone else,” said his pilot, his voice sounding tiny and far away through Arthur’s headset. Ignoring him, he continued to scan for any signs of life from the co-pilot’s seat. The dust off, an army air ambulance unit normally used to transport casualties from the battlefield flew blindly, the pilot relying purely on instrumentation to navigate. He could understand his trepidation; one misstep and it would be over. It was dangerous to be flying in these conditions, foolish even, but Arthur didn’t care. He would find Gwen one way or another. He would dig through the rubble by hand if he had to.

“Just keep circling the area. If she’s down there, I’ll find her,” said Arthur, concentrating. He closed his eyes and fell into his core, bringing forth his odd power of seeing the world as light and energy. After a moment, he took a deep breath and opened his eyes. It was always unnerving, seeing the world this way, electrical currents coursing like blood through the wire harness of the helicopter, every input to the controls pulsing with energy, the machine looking almost alive. Even the fires of fuel being vaporized and pumped into the engines of the aircraft were visible to him. In the pilot beside him he could see faint traces of the things that kept him alive, body heat, bioelectrical impulses, the small magnetic field that surrounded his body—everything was visible. Looking out the window once again, it was no longer a fog of thick haze and dust hanging over the city. Though it was mostly dark, he could see trace remnants of the energy wave that had destroyed everything as waves of heat. “Get lower, please,” said Arthur, looking for these same signs of life on the ground.

“You can’t be serious! No way. I don’t care who you think you are, I’m not risking this bird for one little bitch,” said the pilot, exasperated. Arthur said nothing, not having the capacity to be angry right now. He simply reached out with his will, seizing control of the power module of the helicopter, the computers. With a thought, he wrenched control from the pilot, turning the machine into an extension of himself. He could hear the engines scream and the rotors fight for lift as he forced the machine lower into the dust cloud, the pilot at his side wailing like a child, fighting for control through the analog systems. Arthur knew those systems were mostly for show nowadays; everything was fly by wire, computer controlled, and Arthur controlled the computer. It was much easier this way, more precise. Just him and the machine, no people in his way.

Arthur remembered when he had first done this, controlled machines. It had been physically taxing, draining, but it had gotten easier with time. Now he could control the chopper with little effort and still concentrate on finding Gwen without strain.

As he brought them lower, he began to see faint traces, little electrical impulses here and there. Farther out from the primary blast, dead bodies were succumbing to entropy, releasing their last currents of life. There was much to see, thousands of bodies buried in the remains of the city. The more he saw, the more he understood what to look for, little telltale signs of life. He was getting close, he could feel it.

“Hey, buddy,” said the pilot, shaking him suddenly, breaking his concentration. With a start, Arthur came back to reality to find the pilot leveling his sidearm in his face, hands rock steady. “I don’t know how you took control of this bird, but it stops right now. You keep us this low in this dust for much longer and you risk stalling the engine and killing us both. Don’t be stupid. Take us up now or I shoot you.”

Arthur’s shoulders slumped with weariness. Part of him wanted to let the man shoot him just to laugh at him, but it would be disastrous if the bullet ricocheted in the wrong way. “You could shoot, but your weapon wouldn’t do much,” said Arthur, struggling to keep the heat out of his voice. “You understand I’m a member of Divinity Corps, ascended, blessed by God and all that. I could kill you before you blinked, but lucky for you, I don’t like violence, and it would be nice to have you to help me. Your choice.”

Arthur could see the struggle in the pilot’s face, his eyes darting nervously between Arthur and his gun. “I’m not gonna risk my life for a fucked-up kid who blows the major bishop every night.”

Arthur turned away, his face going a deep shade of red, disgusted with himself. Did the entire world know? Taking a deep breath, he stuffed his anger down deep as he began, “Yes, I am with the major bishop...often. I know him very well. I am something he values a great deal. If anything happened to me, what do you think he would do to you?” said Arthur, lowering his voice.

“C’mon, man, fuck this shit, I can’t get in touch with my wife. I don’t know if my kids are ok. I just wanna get home.”

Ignoring his plea, Arthur continued, his voice cold, “If I disappeared and you were the last person I was seen with, you don’t think he would hunt you down, punish you in ways too horrible to imagine? I know some of his mind. Whatever nightmares you can conjure in your tiny brain, it would be worse, and it wouldn’t be quick. He likes to take his time. It would go on for days, until your mind broke and there was just a shell of a person left. Is that what you want, or...can you just fly the fucking helicopter?” He could see sweat forming on the man’s upper lip, a slight tremble in his hand. “Just fly, help me find my friend, quickly. Both of us will make it out of this, and we can say we survived the day, ok?”

“Ok, sorry,” said the pilot, wiping his forearm across his brow before putting his gun away. He rubbed his trembling hands on his pants, leaving streaks of sweat, taking hold of the controls once again. “Give me back the stick, I’ll keep her as low as I can. Please, let’s get this shit done fast.”

Grateful, Arthur returned to looking outside and they flew on in silence, the pilot struggling to keep them afloat in the dust. Hours later, just as the sun was setting, Arthur spotted a golden current of bioelectricity just beneath the dust and debris, not just the slight traces of the dying, but a powerful signature of life. He turned to the pilot with a mix of excitement and trepidation in his voice. “I think I see her. Can we land?”

“No way. We land, and we’re never getting in the air again. But we can lower the ladder with a gurney for her,” said the pilot, reaching for the controls to lower it. “You can get down that way.”

“It’ll be faster if I get down on my own,” said Arthur, moving to the back of the helicopter and opening the door, bracing himself against the frame, not wanting to be blown out by the heavy winds. “Send down the gurney, I’ll signal when we’re ready to come up.”

With a nod from the pilot, Arthur leapt through the open door, weightless for a moment before plummeting, wind screaming in his ears, to the ground below. His landing blew fractured concrete in all directions, a micro-explosion scattering ash and sending up a large plume of dust. Quickly brushing off his dark uniform, he began to dig wildly with his bare hands, like a man possessed, tossing aside chunks of building and brick twice his size as if they were nothing. At his frenzied pace, the work went quickly, and before long his heart leapt in his chest when he saw the first few wisps of her blonde hair, his adrenaline surging with hope, propelling him to dig faster.

When at last he uncovered her, she lay facedown, her alabaster skin dark with soot, naked, the blast having incinerated her clothing. Arthur did his best to gently roll her over, his eyes darting in a wild panic, searching for signs of injury. Brushing her blonde hair from her face, he shuddered, holding back tears when he saw her chest rise and fall. He fell back on his haunches in a daze, staring at her small breasts, the pink of her nipples in stark contrast to the rest of her grime-covered body.

“Can you hear me up there?” he asked, tapping on his earpiece, shouting to be heard over the cutting sound of the helicopter blades.

“Sir, get her on the gurney, I’m not sure how long I can keep this up, engines are barely hanging on as it is,” said the pilot, desperation in his voice.

Nodding to himself, Arthur got to his feet, lifting her small form gently onto the gurney, securing her in place before signaling to the pilot to take them up. Looking down at her still form, he began to worry. She barely stirred despite them whipping around as they rose to safety.

“Get us out of here, please,” said Arthur to the pilot as they boarded. The pilot wasted no time taking the chopper above the dust cloud, the helicopter pitching forward as they raced toward the setting sun, the sky gold and pink with the last rays of the day.

“Heading to the rally point, sir. We’ll stop and refuel before heading to a secure medical facility, last I heard somewhere in Pennsylvania.”

Arthur nodded absently while he busied himself with Gwen, placing a sensor pod on her temple and another on her chest, a holographic image of her vitals projecting just above her, everything he needed to know condensed into a single image of blue and red. Decoding the image, he could see a pulse and some brain activity. Beyond that, he wasn’t sure what was wrong with her. She was alive, at least. He would have to wait until they landed to get a medic, and in the meantime he busied himself trying to make her comfortable. Wiping the soot from her face, making sure a pillow was well placed to support her neck, searching for an emergency blanket to keep her warm. Settling the blanket in place, his hand brushed against the small of her pelvis, grazing a small tuft of pubic hair. Arthur froze, unable to look away, his breathing suddenly heavy. His hand lingered, having only seen naked girls on the holo-net, much less touched one. He knew what to do, of course, and his friends from back home had all bragged about sex with girls in the neighborhood, but he was always small, and the girls never paid much attention to him. This was Gwen…she had become the voice in his head, the person he wanted to be with—

“Everything ok back there, sir?” said the pilot in his earpiece. Arthur jumped as though a million volts had coursed through him, his heart pounding. Arthur shook off his stupor, pulling his hand away like he’d burned himself, covering her in haste. With a struggle he banished the memory of her naked body from his mind, driving any desire into the darkest corner and locking it away.

“I’ve managed to get her vitals up on the holo-projector. She’s alive, but I can’t really understand much on this image,” he said, hoping the pilot couldn’t hear the trembling in his voice.

“That’s ok, just keep her breathing. Hold on tight, our rally point is Iron Mountain. We’re not too far out, so I’m gonna burn the rest of our fuel to get us there ASAP. Let’s pray to God there’s a medic.”

Arthur braced himself as the helicopter increased speed, pressing him back against the bulkhead. Grateful, he slowly slid down the cool metal frame of the chopper, drawing himself into a ball, hugging his knees. He was afraid to get close to her now, not trusting himself. She would be safer with him far as away from her as possible. He wouldn’t become like the major bishop; he could never be so evil, could he? He kept telling himself that he was still just Arthur, but a small voice in the back of his mind kept reminding him that he was more like the major bishop than he would admit.


***




It was just after twilight when the helicopter touched down into chaos. The airfield was a mess of emergency transports of all kinds fighting for position to land, almost on top of one another. The sky was a dull bluish gray with thunderheads echoing in the distance, the air heavy with humidity from the coming storm. It had been a long flight, Arthur having spent most of it pressed against the bulkhead curled into a ball, too terrified to move, afraid of what he might do.

Iron Mountain was an old mining complex that some dotcom billionaire had converted into an underground data center to protect credit data for the rich, carved out of the bedrock of Western Pennsylvania. After today’s attack, it served as the seat of government for the United States, a refuge for high-level government officials and their families who had fled the destruction of Washington. From the air, there was little to see aside from the runways and landing pads. There were no out-buildings of any kind, just gaping maws every few hundred yards that led deep into the earth. The doors to the place were deeper inside, massive things taller than ten men built directly into granite, protected by barbed wire fences and soldiers who shot trespassers on sight.

They had been in contact with the base en route, so Arthur didn’t have to worry about being shot. The pilot wasted no time getting airborne again, grateful to be rid of them, racing to find his family. Making his way down the dimly lit hole in the earth, Arthur was quickly admitted to the stronghold, bypassing a long line of disheveled and desperate faces clinging to their friends and loved ones. Arthur’s head moved like it was on a swivel, hunting for a medic of any kind, pressing through the throngs of refugees. There should have been someone waiting for them to cut through the red tape and get Gwen to treatment immediately, but there was no one. Not sure what to do, Arthur pressed forward, ignoring the pleas of the personnel trying to organize the chaos, control the masses of people suddenly in their midst. Hurrying down the overfull corridors, he couldn’t help but stare at the crowds. They were dirty, beaten down, eyes vacant, but Arthur couldn’t help but notice that their clothing, while disheveled and covered in blood, screamed of privilege. Jewelry, expensive expressions of their individuality, tattoos, and piercings no hungry person would ever waste money on. In fact, not one of them looked like they had ever missed a meal. He knew they had evacuated only the people who mattered, the rich and powerful. They had left the poor to fend for themselves, to die like they always did. No one cared about the poor unless they were like Arthur and had something the rich and powerful wanted. The thought made his stomach turn.

Grinding his teeth, he pressed on through the sea of people, not caring who he offended or upset, heading deeper into the massive complex, the stretcher forcing everyone aside. The old mine was an odd place. Rough-hewn granite walls stood in stark contrast to the polished smooth floors and high-tech surveillance equipment. The place looked utilitarian with little warmth or comfort, yet he could easily count the dollars it cost to outfit a place like this, a place that had stood mostly empty until today. Finally, he found a second security checkpoint, guarded more heavily. With his clearance, he passed through quickly, finding himself in a poorly lit corridor with only a lone acolyte dressed in red-and-black robes, tapping his foot. He stood in stark relief against the cold gray of the place, like blood dashed against the rocks. He stood almost a full head taller than Arthur with brilliant white teeth and jet-black hair slicked back over a high forehead. Gwen would have said he was handsome with his perfect features, but Arthur thought he looked like a Ken doll, a fake plastic man with no private parts. He hated him immediately.

“What took you so long? The pilot radioed that you had arrived almost thirty minutes ago! The cardinals and Major Bishop O’Connell have been waiting,” he said, his words dancing off his tongue as he spoke with a thick Italian accent, his scowl deepening as he looked down at Gwen’s soot-covered form on the stretcher. “What’s this?”

Arthur looked at him in confusion for a moment, taken aback. “This is Gwen, she is one of us, she’s been injured. I called ahead to have a medic meet us. What’s going on here?”

The acolyte raised an eyebrow as he studied Gwen’s still form on the gurney, covering his nose in disgust. “This is the girl who caused the explosion, the one who killed all those people? I was told she was with God now? Morto.”

“No, not dead. Look, I don’t know who you are, and right now I don’t care. Please take me to the medical bay, she needs immediate care,” said Arthur, stone faced.

“Oh dio,” he said, shaking his head, “this will not do. Come with me, please.” Without another word he turned and motioned for him to follow, quietly vocalizing into a headset as they walked down the wide, empty corridors. Arthur stared daggers after the acolyte. The plastic-faced man led them down a maze of tunnels and turns. It wasn’t long before Arthur quickly became hopelessly lost. Just as he was about to lose all patience, they entered an older portion of the complex, the floors no longer polished and the lighting barely driving away the darkness. Coming around one final turn, they ground to a halt as a pair of burly soldiers stood blocking their way. With them stood an older man with hooded eyes and dressed in white, an unlit cigarette hanging from his mouth “I’ll take the little cunt from here,” he said with a bored tone while sizing up the gurney.

“These men will take the girl from here. You are to come with me.”

“What? No, I don’t think so,” said Arthur through gritted teeth. “I thought my order was clear, med bay. Do you understand me?”

“I am Rodrigo D’Agostino, assistant to Supreme Cardinal Washington. He is the only one who can give me orders,” said the acolyte matter-of-factly, “and he has ordered the girl be made comfortable until it can be decided what is to be done with her.” He took a step closer to Arthur, poking a finger to his chest. “You—I have orders to bring to the cardinal himself. Major Bishop O’Connell is with him; perhaps he can teach you to respect your betters.”

Arthur moved to go around him, only to have the tall acolyte block his path, the men with Gwen vanishing around the next corridor. Clenching his fists, he moved to brush the taller man aside, only to find that he wouldn’t move. He was solid, like the granite that surrounded them. He simply crossed his arms, his plastic smile making Arthur feeling small and weak.

“Poor little man. You see, I am not so easy, eh?” said the acolyte, shaking his head. “I am like you—ascended. It’s rare that I test myself, as my duties rarely take me from Cardinal Washington’s side, but I would so enjoy teaching you who your betters are.”

Arthur tilted his head, confused by what he was being told. “I know everyone in the corps, but I’ve never seen you before. I would have remembered meeting someone...like you.”

The taller man’s plastic smile only grew wider. “Such ignorance, very amusing. Come, I don’t want to keep them waiting any longer than I have to...that is, unless you wish to try yourself against me?” said Rodrigo, taking a step back and spreading his arms wide.

Arthur stared for a moment, narrowing his eyes. The major bishop had always told him to only attack when victory was certain. Attacking blindly out of anger, no matter how appealing, would be stupid. Right now he wanted answers more than he wanted to soothe his ego. Nothing made sense, but he would learn what was going on here and then, he promised himself, he would put Rodrigo in his place. “No, that’s fine. Lead on.”

“Bravo, excellent,” said Rodrigo with a tilt of his head, turning on his heel, his loose robes flowing behind him. Arthur pursed his lips, taking a long look at the corridor down which the men had taken Gwen, his thoughts grim as he began to follow.


***




A chill ran down Arthur’s spine as he entered the overcrowded room. Looking around, he could feel a sense of despair. The day’s events weighed heavily on everyone in the room. Iron Mountain was a major data hub for the entire country, a deep ocean of information that every tributary flowed into, and this room served as the heart of that hub. The rough granite walls were covered with computer servers and screens displaying a torrent of information pouring in from the entire nation. The people working in this room received the unvarnished truth of what really happened in the world. They filtered, processed, and tried to make sense of it all.

The overfilled room smelled of stale sweat, the rancid odor of too many nervous bodies crammed together for too long. Along with the folks processing data, there were staffers from Capitol Hill, regular folks who hurried around the room with desperate efficiency, trying to do the work of serving the men who languished around a massive redwood table hastily thrust to the heart of the room. Arthur could tell by the tilt of their noses and their bored gazes that these men had a disdain for the common folk surrounding them, and in some cases wiping down the data tablets that were passed to them. Watching them argue among themselves, Arthur felt his stomach rumble. The table was laden with an untouched feast, and the smell wafting across the room was intoxicating, meats of every kind, warm bread, gravies, and pastries cooked to perfection. His mouth began to water as he stared. He could almost taste the steaks, red and bloody, grilled red snapper, and green vegetables swimming in more real butter than he had ever seen in his short life, all sitting forgotten. The men, their hands smooth and soft and decorated with gold and silver, all wore some version of Cardinal red, expensive, smooth, silken robes with dark sashes encircling their waists, in some cases serving as fashion but in many to contain their bulk. Arthur imagined none of these men had ever eaten rats or found roaches in their food. They sat in comfort and safety while the country burned, its people scraping by day to day. The Council of Cardinals, originally intended to serve as cabinet secretaries to the president...now, with his death and the loss of Congress, they were who the country would look to for leadership, for hope. Nine men, angry and enraged by the events of the day beyond their control, gulping glasses of dark red wine while trying to decide the fate of a nation they seemed not to care for.

The too-handsome acolyte with the plastic features, Rodrigo, vanished immediately into the crowd when they entered, only to reappear suddenly beside one of the nine, whispering fiercely into the ear of a square-jawed man with oversized, square glasses and dark skin. Arthur felt his heart stop as the cardinal looked directly at him, his smoldering eyes full of contempt. The cardinal stood, his anger palpable from across the room, his eyes never leaving him. Smoothing his robes, he spoke quickly to Rodrigo, his age-spotted hand grabbing a fistful of the acolyte’s black robe and shaking the younger man before stalking away.

“Always making trouble, aren’t you, Arty,” said a thin voice beside him. Arthur, so engrossed in what was happening at the table that he hadn’t noticed the taller boy standing beside him, jumped in his skin. A faint glow of light cascaded around the other boy like fireflies against the night.

“Oh my god, Uriel, you’re ok!” said Arthur with excitement, voice trailing off when he looked at his friend. He couldn’t help but stare. Uriel, once handsome with a hero’s square jaw and piercing eyes, looked uncanny, to say the least. His face was strange looking, almost plastic, his handsome features encompassed by thin lines of gold and silver segmenting his eyes, nose, and mouth, trailing down his square jaw, making his face look as if it were a puzzle made of steel and flesh. Only his eyes looked human, dark and wounded. Arthur hesitated for a moment and then hastily looked away, unable to meet his gaze, a surge of guilt welling up in his gut as he remembered how he’d wished for something horrible to happen to him for being too handsome, for Gwen liking him just a little too much. Now that it had happened, he couldn’t help but wonder if God had answered his prayers.

“It’s ok to stare, Arty, I spend a lot of time doing it myself,” said Uriel, giving him a robotic smile.

“I’m so sorry, I couldn’t help. It just doesn’t seem right,” said Arthur, doing his best to look apologetic. He couldn’t help but be fascinated by the flawless skin. “It looks too perfect.”

“Yeah, I know. They did their best. Our girl, Gwen, hits really hard. I guess I’m lucky to be alive, but...they had to rebuild my skull entirely, and large parts of my skin were too far gone, necrotized, so they used synthetics to replace everything. It still freaks me out every time I look in the mirror.”

“I can’t begin to imagine... How does it feel?” asked Arthur, curious, fighting the urge to reach up and touch his face, pulling his hand back suddenly when Uriel’s glow intensified, comets of gold and silver whirling around him.

“Sorry, since the operation it does that a lot, and I feel like a lightbulb. As far as my face, it feels like I got something stuck to my head all the time, like I’m wearing a crappy Halloween mask that doesn’t breathe well. It felt really claustrophobic at first, but I’ve gotten used to it a bit. I still want to rip the skin off most days, just so I can breathe.”

Arthur’s attention was suddenly drawn back to the room as the din of the room vanished for a moment, the remaining cardinals standing suddenly, slowly shuffling from the table to leave the chamber.

“The shitty part of it all, is that if I was conscious for even a second, I wouldn’t need any of this,” he said waving at his face, looking sad. If a robot could look sad, his eyes certainly did.

“What do you mean?” asked Arthur, raising an eyebrow.

Uriel raised his palm and closed his eyes for a moment, tiny sparks of gold and silver began to intensify around his hand, darting back and forth across a dark expanse, glowing like fireflies on a moonless night. With a flick of his wrist the tiny comets raced toward Arthur, dancing across his skin for a moment before sublimating into his chest. He gasped suddenly as if he were drenched in the warmth of a hot summer’s day and breathed deeply as a rush of pure adrenaline coursed through his body, every inch of his flesh feeling as though it were pulsating. Without meaning to, Arthur fell into himself, his vision snapping into place faster than it ever had. He could sense every spark of energy in the room, see every particle of matter vibrating. It felt effortless. Suddenly inspired, he looked at the servers. He could see the flow of data, all that information, just waiting for him. The major bishop had taught him to use every scrap of information to his advantage; knowledge was the greatest weapon.

“That’s just amazing, it’s like my powers are on overdrive. Please don’t stop; I have an idea,” said Arthur, gasping with ecstasy while the tiny comets circled him, darting in and out of his body. With a surge of power, he reached out to the servers that encircled the room, his mind diving into the digital ocean of data that was hidden just below the surface in this place, trying to understand and absorb every scrap of data. On his own, this would have taken forever, but with Uriel’s help it was simple. It only took a few moments before the entire database was laid out before him. He was able to find everything, plans for dealing with today’s crisis, council meetings, press releases. He was shocked at the cruel nature, the callousness. Taking a deep breath, he dug deeper, looking…

“What are you doing, Arty? You’re going to get us in trouble, little man,” said Uriel in a tense whisper while looking around to see if anyone had noticed them.

“They’re too busy to pay attention to us,” said Arthur in a low voice. “Besides, don’t you want to know what’s going on? I’m sick and tired of being in the dark.”

“Ok, just make it quick; I can’t keep this up forever!”

Arthur nodded. His mind raced along trails of data, delving deeper. Uriel’s energy coursing through him allowed him to search faster than he would ever be able to on his own. He found information about the attacks, the enemy, Divinity Corps. There were files on existing members, and even a file on the ascended, like Rodrigo, who were not part of the corps. Taking a moment, he delved into the plastic acolyte’s file, absorbing everything he could about the cocky Italian. He found more, files on all the children, including himself, sadly, no mention of his parents. He found more servers, deeper in the mountain, top secret stuff. He couldn’t access them from here. He would have to go down and...Gwen… “Oh my god,” he said, looking up at the taller boy as he digested her file, his vision snapping back to normal as his heart began to race. “We’ve got to get to her now! C’mon!”

Without waiting to see if Uriel would follow, he tore out from the chambers, pushing through startled staffers as he rushed out into the crowded halls. He ran faster than he ever had in his life, desperate to reach her in time, his calf-high leather boots thundering on the polished floor as he charged deeper into the restricted areas, doing his best to dodge the mess of humanity standing idly by. The entire complex was a warren of old mining tunnels that branched off in all directions. It would be easy to be lost for a lifetime in the maze, but luckily fear was a great motivator and the layout of the place burned brightly in his mind. After what seemed forever, he entered the area where Gwen was being held. It was brightly light with finished white walls, almost like the infirmary back on base. There were few people here, mostly medical personnel startled as he ran by, his curly hair streaming behind him.

“Arty, wait, slow down. Damn, you’re fast for a little guy,” said Uriel, breathless behind him. Slowing, Arthur skidded around the corner to the corridor where they had spirited Gwen off to. He could see her room up ahead at the end of the corridor, an opaque glass door guarded by the same pair of burly soldiers who had taken her from him. With a grunt, Arthur resumed his mad pace, charging headlong into the two men who were startled by his sudden appearance. Without missing a beat, Arthur leapt high, catching the first guard by surprise in the temple with his knee. The man’s head bounced painfully against the wall behind him, and he collapsed in an instant, his eyes rolled back into his head. Landing nimbly on his feet, Arthur pivoted and ducked low as the other guard immediately leveled his rifle at him, the black, steel barrel just inches from his head. Faster than the other man could pull the trigger, he sprang up from his crouch, slamming the rifle upward with his open palm, catching the second man off guard as the unyielding steel of his own weapon slammed into his bulbous nose, shattering it with a satisfying crunch. Before his body had even fallen, Arthur struck two quick blows, one to the gut, forcing the larger man to fold in half, and the second a blow to the head, the impact knocking the soldier senseless.

“Holy crap, that was really cool,” said Uriel, looking over the fallen men, shaking his head in wonder.

Arthur did not bother to answer. He prayed he had been quick enough, that he wasn’t too late. Throwing open the glass door, he entered the room breathlessly, panicked at what he would find.

He entered the sterile, white room to find Rodrigo standing over Gwen’s ash-covered form, holding a laser torch to her temple, the ruby-red light cascading in waves over her pale skin.

Arthur stalked hurriedly toward the acolyte, his eyes dark pools of liquid rage.

“Ah, you do wish to test yourself, eccellente,” said Rodrigo with a plastic smile, stepping away from the bed and pulling a long thin blade from the inside of his black-and-red robes. The weapon was translucent crystal with strange engravings running along its length, its handle wrapped in blood-red leather. “You like? Monomolecular crystal, it can cut through almost anything. It should do fine to remove your head from your corpse.”

“I will ask you once,” said Arthur, clenching his fists as he locked eyes with the taller man. “Get away from my friend. Go back to your Cardinal Washington and tell him you couldn’t do it. If you don’t, you die here—a simple choice.”

The sound of cruel laughter echoed throughout the brightly lit room as Rodrigo doubled over, his face a twisted mask of amusement. “You must be mad, screws loose in your brain, as you Americans say. If you think I would allow some filthy ghetto rat to touch me, much less do me harm, you are sadly mistaken,” he said, catching his breath. “But if you are ready to learn who your betters are, come, I will show you.”

Before Arthur could move, Rodrigo’s entire body shimmered like a pool of deep water on a moonless night, turning into a darkened reflection of himself before vanishing. Without thinking, Arthur instinctively dove away just as the tall Italian appeared from nothingness behind him, slashing wildly with the thin, crystal blade, opening a deep gash on his leg as he rolled away, causing him to stumble and land painfully on the cool, white tile.

“I shall enjoy this,” said the acolyte, stalking Arthur, his blade wet with blood. “I will cut you a thousand times and watch you die slowly, or maybe keep you alive while I kill your whore over there.”

Arthur sucked in a breath from the sharp pain running up his leg, feeling a pang of fear as he stared at the weapon. It shouldn’t be able to cut him. “You like my little toy? It couldn’t cut your little slut over there, but it works just fine on you. Impressive, no?” said Rodrigo, eyeing his knife as they circled one another, Arthur’s leg leaving a sticky trail of blood on the white, tiled floor. He would have to be more careful now. He could not afford another gash like that. Steeling himself, he pivoted on his good leg and leapt straight up as he saw the telltale shimmer once again, tucking his legs beneath him as the Italian appeared behind him and thrust out with a grunt, his blade finding only empty air.

Arthur cursed as a jolt of pain ran up his leg when he landed. Nearly slipping on his own blood, he reached out to balance himself on Gwen’s bed. Rodrigo came at him again, his blade striking out viper-quick, aiming for his exposed stomach. He desperately bent over backward, trying to avoid having the razor-sharp blade open his belly, only to have the weapon glance off his ribs and cut through his hardened skin like tissue paper, leaving a bloody trail running down his side. With a supreme effort, he kicked out blindly, his booted heel connecting with the other man’s chin, snapping it back. Arthur tensed, waiting for him to attack again. Arthur tensed as the acolyte backed away, the tall Italian’s eyes darting to the door. He vanished, only to appear an instant later behind Uriel, who had charged blindly into the room, glowing brightly as hundreds of tiny comets circled him, the look of determination on his robotic face quickly replaced with one of wide-eyed shock as the too-sharp blade plunged into his back, driving him painfully to the floor. Rodrigo stood over Uriel’s prone form, his plastic smile widening as he and Arthur locked gazes. Thinking quickly, Arthur took the moment of respite to reach out with his abilities. Finding the circuits that controlled the electricity in the area, he readily broke the circuit, plunging the room into darkness. Then, without missing a beat, he rolled over Gwen, falling to the floor and stifling a grunt just as the knife plunged into the bed where he had just been.

He lay silently on the floor to get his bearings, fighting to control his breathing and remain silent, taking a moment to adjust his perspective. The change in his vision came much faster now, the mundane replaced with energy and light. He could see Rodrigo stalking around the darkened room, hunting for him, his energy looking like a dark stain instead of the brilliant arc of golden bio current that was the norm for ascended.

“This is a neat trick you do with the lights,” he said, motioning with his knife toward the ceiling, “but you cannot remove the stink that clings to you. I can still smell your filth. You are only delaying the inevitable.”

Looking over to Uriel, he could see the telltale signs of breathing as his chest rose and fell. He lay otherwise unmoving in a pool of blood slowly seeping from the wound on his back. Arthur shook his head in frustration, knowing they were running out of time. Gathering his strength, he crawled silently away from beneath Gwen’s bed, leaving a trail of blood from his leg and side while he racked his brains thinking of a way to end this before he bled out or Rodrigo found him and finished the job. Just as he reached the far wall of the room, the plastic-faced acolyte appeared in front of him, striking him hard across his face with the butt of his knife, causing stars to dance in his vision. Shaking his head, he came back to his senses in time to feel the sharp-bladed weapon pressed against his throat. Without thought, he grabbed at Rodrigo’s hands holding the weapon, fighting with all his strength to push it away, a thin line of blood rolling from his throat as the tip of the knife cut him. Rodrigo’s entire body seemed to be in the tip of the knife. His strength was remarkable, much greater than his own. Arthur shuddered, pressing his back to the wall for leverage while the other man pressed on, so close Arthur could smell his hot breath on his face. “See, I told you, little man. I told you your stink would lead me to you,” he said, sneering in the darkness, his voice dripping with disgust. “I have been terribly bored of late, so I think I will kill you slowly, let us see how much blood you can spill before I send you off to be with God.”

Rodrigo’s eyes locked on Arthur’s, and he began slowly dragging the thin blade along Arthur’s neck. He could feel the tiny droplets of blood falling like tears on his red collar, panic threatening to overwhelm him. Arthur was so tired. He could feel his blood spilling out from the wound on his side, and his arms trembled with fatigue as he fought futilely to push the other man away. He closed his eyes, wanting to give up and sink into the void. His mind began to drift to thoughts of his father with his kind eyes and tight hugs, the major bishop with his stern gaze, who cared for him in his own twisted way, and finally to Gwen. She would be alone—they would kill her and throw her body out with the garbage as they did with children who didn’t ascend. He would fail everyone. He couldn’t do that, so he had to find a way. In his final moment, just before his strength failed, he did the only thing he could think of...he reached out with his ability to the only system that could make a difference, the circuit breaker for the ward, and he simply turned on the lights. Rodrigo flinched only for an instant, blinded by the sudden brightness. With the last of his strength, Arthur struck at the distracted acolyte, twisting the knife at his throat with all his might, reversing the blade and plunging it deep into Rodrigo’s throat. The other man’s eyes went wide with shock, his jaw slack like some horrible marionette. His head fell back, his life’s blood gushing in torrents, staining Arthur’s uniform and coloring the white tile bright red.

Arthur’s breath came in ragged fits and starts as he tried to calm his thundering heart, his blood-covered hands reflecting the reality of what he had done. He had fought, been in combat with folks like the guards outside, even hurt some people pretty bad. But he had never killed anyone with his bare hands before and hadn’t thought he would have to for a long time. He could feel the weight of it settle on his shoulders like a mountain. A loud groan from Uriel brought him back to the moment. He was tired, his whole body trembling with fatigue. With a supreme effort he pushed Rodrigo’s dead weight off him and stood on legs that trembled as if he were a baby standing for the first time. Placing a bloody hand on the wall to steady himself, he limped painfully over to Uriel and rolled him over.

“Uriel, you big idiot, are you ok? I seem to be bad luck for you. Every time you’re around me, you end up on your back,” said Arthur, gently shaking his friend. In that moment, he knew he had been wrong to dislike him. Uriel had always been nice to him, always a friend who had done his best to help out, just as he had done here—and almost paid the price for it. It wasn’t Uriel’s fault if Gwen liked him. Arthur would have to grow up and deal with that. “You can heal yourself, so what are you doing lying here bleeding? It doesn’t look very heroic.”

With a grunt Uriel sat up, holding on to Arthur’s arm for support. Shaking off his stupor, a look of concentration appeared on his robotic face, tiny comets floating above his open palm, encircling him, darting in and out of his body, stitching his own wounds together before tiny points of light migrated over to Arthur. He could feel their heat as they danced along his throat, side, and calf, making him feel like he was on fire.

“I’m sorry, Arty. I panicked, and everything happened so fast. I guess I’m not much of a hero, am I,” he said, bowing his head.

Feeling much stronger, Arthur stood, helping the other boy to his feet and giving him a warm smile. “I say we did pretty good. We’re still here and he’s not,” he said, pointing to the acolyte’s body. “We won, so it doesn’t really matter how. If you hadn’t come in when you did, I don’t think we would have made it; you really took one for the team. Now, what about Gwen? Can...can you fix her?”

Uriel walked over to the prone form lying on the hospital bed, still covered in ash, her breathing shallow. “I don’t know, Arty. I’m not even sure I understand what’s wrong with her...but maybe I don’t need to know what’s wrong with her. One of the cardinals had cancer, and I caused it to go into remission, made a wicked case of syphilis go away in another. In fact, since I woke up they’ve had me running ragged helping people in their little circle of holy men and sycophants.”

Arthur shook his head, placing his hands behind his back, amazed at what Uriel could do. “I’m sorry, that’s awful, but the things you can do, so many people you could help, so many kids, I bet—”

“No,” said Uriel with a bark of a laugh, shaking his head, “they don’t want me to do any of that. They told me they don’t want to risk me, waste me on people who don’t matter, overtax my abilities. It’s bullshit—we’re supposed to be saving people—that’s why I volunteered for this,” he said, standing over Gwen, the telltale spark of his comets surging around him.

The glow around him made the brightly lit room seem dim by comparison. Arthur could see Gwen’s small bosom begin to rise and fall as a thousand points of light engulfed her, a vortex of energy that lifted her entire body. Uriel’s face was aglow, the thin segmented lines of gold and silver reflecting it all like the noonday sun. Then, as suddenly as it had begun, everything vanished, and she fell gently back onto the bed, the room dimmer, with Uriel taking a deep sigh.

“I think she’ll be ok. It was weird, the more power I fed her, the more she was able to absorb. For now, I think she just needs rest.”

“Well, I don’t think it’s a good idea to keep her here,” said Arthur, looking around at the blood-soaked room. He walked over to the fallen acolyte’s body and pulled the crystal blade from his throat. He took a moment to look through his robes, finding a sheath for the weapon, then he strapped it to his own hip and gently slid the knife in place. “Cardinal Washington’s orders are to terminate her. I guess I’m going to have to convince him otherwise.”

“I really don’t think that’s a good idea, Arty. I mean, he must have guards, secret service, and maybe more like Rodrigo over there.”

“Don’t worry, I have a plan. I’m going to see Cardinal Washington and fix this,” said Arthur with a tight-lipped smile. “When I was searching through the servers for this place, I learned a lot. This place is massive, and not all of it is in use. I’m going to need you to hide Gwen until I sort this out.”

“Hide her where? I may look like it, but I don’t talk to machines, you do! I have no idea where to take her. I’ll probably get lost and make things worse.”

Thinking quickly, Arthur grabbed a chart from beside the bed. Reaching into the machine, he reconfigured the chart to function as a map, drawing a path to one of the areas he had described to Uriel. “Here, take this. It will show you where to go. And please...keep her safe.”

“Yeah, sure, Arty. I’ll do my best,” said Uriel with a solemn look.

With that, Arthur turned on his heel and left his friends, praying that they would find safety and praying that he knew what the hell he was doing.


***




It was only later that Arthur realized how terrifying he must have looked, a small, curly-haired boy tearing through the corridors of Iron Mountain covered in blood and ash, a crystal blade bouncing off his hip. There were certainly gasps as he returned to the council chambers, the low hum of the place turning into an awkward silence as he strolled across the room toward the secondary chamber that he knew the cardinals used to seclude themselves. There were a dozen secret service agents scattered around the room, and the agents at the door to the cardinals’ private chambers had spotted him the instant he had entered. From the way their posture changed, it was clear there was no way he would be let in to see the cardinals, and certainly not with a weapon of any kind.

Arthur slowed his pace and kept his face calm while in his mind he debated the merits of violence against these men. In that moment, he realized he had become far too used to people obeying his commands and punishing those who didn’t. These men were regular folk with a job to do, like his father. They had been given a command and were simply doing their best to follow it. With a deep breath, he pushed away the idea of forcing his way in. He would find another way to make them understand, to let him pass. Reaching out to the servers surrounding the room, he searched for their files. He needed to know who these men were. It was slower going without Uriel boosting him but easier now that he had already broken through the firewalls of the place. Agents Simpson and Cornwall. Their files were standard fare with not much to go on: personal details, background checks, but digging a little deeper he found multiple redacted reports, constant requests for reassignments. He had been around long enough to know what that meant; these men were not comfortable with what they heard and saw in the line of duty.

Arthur stopped a few feet from the agents, raising his hands above his head, giving them a meek smile while trying to seem nonthreatening. The first agent, Simpson, simply raised an eyebrow and gave him a smirk. “You do know that we know who you are, right, and that it would be better if you weren’t covered in blood?”

In that moment he was grateful that his uniform was mostly black. He hadn’t realized how bad it looked. Lowering his hands, he bowed slightly from the waist. “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking. It’s been a long day; lots going on, but I need to get in there, a friend of mine...well, let’s just say she won’t see another day unless I can talk to Cardinal Washington.”

The second agent, Cornwall, stepped forward, reaching into his jacket pocket and handing him a handkerchief. “Wipe your face, son; you look a mess,” he said, his tone kind and full of sympathy. He placed a hand on Arthur’s shoulder and shook his head. “You don’t want to go in there right now, they’re...busy.”

The agent’s words resonated through every corner of Arthur’s mind. He swallowed hard, trying to force down the bile rising in his stomach. He locked eyes with both men, his gaze pleading, dancing back and forth between them. “We all know what’s going on behind that door is not ok. I can stop it,” he said bluntly.

“Look, Arthur, is it? Me and Cornwall, we got families, bills, more debt than I know what the hell to do with. I need this job—we both do. You get into that room, and we’re out on the street.”

Arthur’s nostrils flared as he took a deep breath. “You guys got families, kids? Well, what if it were your kids in there? Would you want me to go in there or not?”

Neither man could meet his gaze. Arthur could understand their fears; a well-paying government job that could afford you enough to raise a family was a rare thing, and it would be almost impossible to find a job if it was found that they had left their post without orders...orders, they needed orders. Both men were taken aback for a moment as a giant grin appeared on his face. “Gentlemen, I have an idea,” said Arthur, reaching out once again to the servers, delving deep. It was simple enough—he was already in their files and knew enough about the systems here to reassign them both while leaving no evidence of his tampering. He even had the distinct pleasure of making the order come from Rodrigo D’Agostino, assistant to Supreme Cardinal Washington himself.

Both men paused for a moment, bowing their heads while listening to a voice in their earpieces, smiles growing on their faces the longer they listened. “Well, it seems that the assistant to Cardinal Washington has ordered us to deal with a riot at the front gate. What a shame we can’t stay here,” said Cornwall, nodding to his partner with a knowing smile. “Don’t know how you did it, son, but just so you know, there are two more agents in the room. Those are the ones who don’t mind...watching. Good luck, kid. See you around.”

And with that they left, leaving the heavy oak door the only barrier between the cardinal and himself. Arthur took a moment to wipe his face and hands with the cloth Cornwall had given him, doing his best to straighten his uniform to appear somewhat professional at the very least.

When he opened the door he had no clue what he was going to find, and the truth was far worse than anything he could have imagined. The room had been originally designed to serve as a rest area and lounge for the day-to-day staff, with comfortable utilitarian furniture, sofas, rugs, and even a few sleep tubes built into the walls. Several of the council members were there, and although he had expected it, children, more than Arthur wanted to count. From where he stood, everything appeared normal, friendly even, but what would a large number of young children be doing in the company of old men? Something about it all caused his heart to jump to his throat, making him feel ill. Everything about the room felt wrong. It was alright when it was just him, but—

“What are you doing here, boy!” said the major bishop in a harsh whisper, appearing suddenly from nowhere, his frail hand gripping Arthur’s elbow tightly. “You shouldn’t be here. Get out, get out before they notice you, child.”

“I need to speak with Cardinal Washington,” he said, trying to appear calm, a storm raging just beneath the surface. “There were orders to kill Gwen. If I hadn’t stopped it she would be dead now.”

“This is not the way, child!” he said, shaking his head, his voice trembling, his eyes darting nervously around the room. “Whatever you may think of me, Arthur, I’ve always done my best to protect you, always told you the truth, but these men. I don’t know if I can make you understand what they represent. You have to go. I will talk to them about the girl!” Arthur was taken aback by his intensity as the old man pushed him back toward the door.

“Bobby!” bellowed a booming voice from across the room. “Bring the boy. It’s past time we met.”

The major bishop swore under his breath, running a trembling hand through his thinning hair. “You’ve gone and done it now, boy. I can’t protect you in here. I pray that you’ll keep your mouth shut, for both our sakes. Do you understand me?” he said as he fell in beside him.

With a brief nod, Arthur shrugged off the major bishop’s claw-like grip. Raising his chin high, he strode purposefully toward Cardinal Washington, who sat sprawled out on a deep-cushioned lounge chair, his tall stocky frame covered by reams of red silken robes. He didn’t bother to stand as Arthur stood in front of him. He simply extended his cardinal’s ring, waiting for Arthur to show reverence. With a sigh, he bent at the waist, placing his lips ever so lightly on the gaudy jewel. “That’s an interesting look you’ve cultivated, my child,” said the cardinal, leaning forward, steepling hands on his knees. He stared at Arthur intently, drinking in every detail before he spoke. “I thought that I saw you here not long ago. You were a little dusty, but nothing like this. I’m sure it’s an interesting story, so let’s start at the beginning, shall we? What do you want from me?”

The cardinal spoke in a deep baritone, the timbre of his voice resonating at a low octave. He could see by the way the cardinal looked at him that he knew everything that had occurred today. This discussion was simply to gauge what type of person Arthur was. “I won’t waste your time, Your Eminence, and I won’t lie to you. I am here to plead for the life of someone I love a great deal.”

Cardinal Washington frowned for a moment before nodding his head in approval. “Blunt, to the point...very refreshing,” he said, looking past Arthur to the major bishop, who stood behind him. “He reminds me of you, Robert. I’ve gotten so used to these sycophants, like my assistant. I suppose that’s his blood you’re covered in,” he said, shaking his head.

Arthur raised his chin in defiance, placing his hands behind his back. He tried to keep his voice level but his anger bled through from the memory while he spoke. “Your assistant was trying to hurt my friend. I gave him the choice to return to you for new orders or die, and he chose poorly,” he said with a shrug. “If it helps to know, he attacked first and I ended it mercifully. He didn’t suffer.”

“He was always an overconfident idiot,” said the major bishop bluntly. Arthur turned to see him beaming with pride, his aged and pockmarked face looking almost childlike. “Why was the girl ordered killed, anyway? She is a valuable member of the corps. She sacrificed everything trying to stop the attack on D.C.”

“I answer to the American people, Bobby, not you. Take that tone with me again, and I’ll knock the taste out of your mouth.”

“I’m sorry, Your Eminence, but I am worried about Gwen; she is still not conscious—” said Arthur, interrupting the two men. It was clear that they had known each other for a long time. He had never seen anyone talk to the major bishop like that. Most were terrified of him, with good reason.

Before Arthur could finish, the dark-skinned cardinal rose to his feet. He was a stocky, well-built man, solid like an oak. He placed a large hand on his shoulder, towering over him. “I’ll give you a bit of advice, son. The people we love leave us exposed to the cruelty of wicked men, cloud our judgment. We do things we would never do, and I would have thought that Bobby would have taught you this by now.”

“I’ve tried, Your Eminence...”

“Doesn’t matter; you’ll learn someday. You need to understand the situation here, son. I’m the head of the Council of Cardinals. It’s my job to answer to the American people, and right now they’re screaming for answers. Thousands died today, and if there’s one thing I know about my people, when a tragedy like this happens, they want blood, someone to cast aspersions upon. Your friend is responsible for a massive loss of life. The mob wants blood, Arthur, and I’ve decided to give it to them. Your friend’s death, while tragic, will serve the greater good of this nation.”

Arthur narrowed his brow, upset but understanding the cardinal’s logic. People were emotional and their first reaction today would be to punish someone. Logical arguments would not work with an angry mob. They would have to give them something more, they would have to find a way to bring them hope. Thinking for a moment, he did his best to center himself and push his emotions aside, steady his breathing and still his features. When he at last spoke, he knew what needed to be done.

“Gwen is the strongest member of Divinity Corps we’ve ever seen, Your Eminence, and to lose her would be a loss for the nation. If you look at the news footage before the explosion, she was clearly kicking the enemy in the teeth, breaking their lines. She was protecting people. How many more lives would have been lost if the Russians had taken the city? It would have been like New York all over again, millions dead or driven from their homes and made refugees. She stopped that from happening in D.C. Why not give the people a hero instead of a monster, tell them she saved millions instead of telling them she killed thousands? Make today a cause for celebration, a victory instead of a reason to mourn.”

The cardinal frowned once again before nodding, rubbing his hand along his jaw in thought. “You’re a very smart young man, Arthur, I like you,” he said. Arthur could tell the more he thought about it the more he liked the idea. “I need to pray on this, discuss it with the rest of the Council. The Lord will show me the way, but I think it could work... God knows the country could use a hero right now. Bobby, come along, it looks like for now you’re my assistant again.”

Watching them walk away, Arthur let out a breath he had not realized he was holding. He allowed himself a small smile and a brief spark of hope as he plopped down in the cardinal’s spot, the beveled leather still warm from his large frame. He was surprised he had gotten as far as he did without getting shot or worse. Better still that the cardinal was actually considering his plan. It was only now that he was sitting that he realized how tired he was. He had been running on adrenaline for the better part of the day and it suddenly caught up with him all at once. He let out a great sigh and closed his eyes for a moment, running his hand along the back of his neck, trying to rub away some of the grime.

“Are you alright?” he heard a small voice say.

Arthur opened his eyes to find a small boy, smaller than him, standing in front of him, a weary look of concern in his blue-green eyes. The child looked like he had never had a decent meal in his life. He was scrawny with pale freckled skin and white-blond hair, and he was dressed in a mishmash of what was clearly hand-me-down clothing that made him appear frumpy at best.

“Yeah, I’m fine, just a long day and my eyelids and I are having a fight about if I should be awake or not,” said Arthur, trying to give the boy a reassuring smile. “What are you doing here, where are your parents?”

“They’re somewhere in the big room where we came in,” said the boy with a tilt of his head. He gave Arthur a questioning look, as if something were out of place.

“Do I have something on my face? I know I’m dressed kinda weird,” said Arthur, suddenly paranoid of the child staring at him with such blatant curiosity.

“Sorry, it’s just that I’ve never seen you before,” said the boy, “and you seem to be a little old to be here, that’s all. Cardinal Stevens usually likes the older kids, but he prefers girls.”

“Too old to be here for what—” stuttered Arthur, suddenly cold, feeling like Rodrigo’s crystal blade had just pierced his heart. He placed a hand on his chest and began taking deep breaths, trying to control the trembling that ran through his small frame. He leaned forward, his eyes looking everywhere at once. “Do you need me to get you out of here, take you back to your parents?” he asked in a harsh whisper, taking the small child by the shoulders.

The boy looked at Arthur the way only a child could, like he was a brainless moron. “Why would I want that? They have really cool toys here and I can eat as much as I want.”

Arthur didn’t want to hear any more. He could feel the bile rising in his throat, the queasy feeling of too much saliva bubbling in his mouth. He placed a steadying hand on the arm of the leather sofa, narrowing his eyes as he searched the face of the little boy for understanding. “You mean you want to be here? Do you know what goes on?”

The boy sighed and began to speak to him in a tone you used with an animal or an infant. “The cardinals are nice, they never hurt us...they’re just lonely, and us kids make them feel better, and they take care of our families,” he said, speaking as though it were the most normal thing in the world.

In a panic, Arthur stood, grabbing the small boy by his arm, eyes wide as he dragged him toward the heavy oak doors.

“Hey, stupid,” said the little boy, struggling to pull away, “what are you doing, let me go, LET ME GO!”

At the shout, Arthur stopped suddenly, his trembling hand releasing the boy, looking around to see the entire lounge staring at him, feeling like the world had gone insane and he was the only normal one left.

The little boy looked up at him, his face rage-red, and kicked him directly in the shin. “You’re not nice, get away from me, stupid,” he said, stomping off as only a small child could.

Watching the boy run off, his mind was in a haze. He’d never felt so alone, so lost, the weight of the world on his small shoulders. He collapsed, sitting Indian-style on the polished granite floor, burying his face in his hands. He let the tears he had been fighting break through the dam, raining down on his already blood-soaked uniform.

He sat for a long time, numb to it all, until a familiar shadow stood above him. “I’ve never seen you cry, even when I took you from your parents, not a drop, you remained strong,” said the major bishop, towering coldly above him, his hands hidden in the folds of his robes. “This girl has made you soft. I’m starting to agree with Cardinal Washington’s initial assessment that she be put down.”

Arthur stood suddenly, his strength returning with his anger. “She has nothing to do with this, it’s the sick men we have to serve,” he said, wiping away his tears. “They should be murdered, not put in charge of the country.”

“Be careful not to say these things too loud, boy, those words are treason,” said the major bishop, shaking his head. “I told you to leave, told you to get out of here before you got caught up in their machinations, and now your stupidity has gotten me caught in their web as well. But you had to be stubborn, didn’t you?”

Arthur didn’t have the strength to argue. He merely shook his head. He didn’t care what punishments the old man would mete out. “What did they decide?”

“To my surprise, Cardinal Washington has agreed to your plan,” he said with a raised eyebrow. “There are still matters to discuss, but there will be a news conference to introduce her to the press once she wakes up. You and the other active members of the corps who are not on assignment will do interviews proclaiming her virtues.”

He his best to still his face, contain his excitement, but he couldn’t help but smile. After everything that had happened today, it was nice to have clear horizons ahead, as Gwen would say.

The major bishop stared at him for what felt like an eternity, his face a mask. “What?” asked Arthur, confused. “I didn’t mean any disrespect, I’m just happy, sir, I can’t help but smile.”

The older man took a deep breath, fumbling with something hidden in his red robes. “I’m sorry, Arthur, this is not my choice, I did my best to protect you, but there was a price to pay for your actions today.”

Arthur was taken aback. This was a man who never apologized, who taught him that mercy was a weakness. “I don’t understand,” he said, narrowing his eyes.

Without a word, the major bishop produced the item that had been concealed in his robes, a tall bottle of clear amber liquid. Arthur began to tremble as he placed the bottle in his hands, unable to breathe, feeling like he was drowning. “They are waiting,” said the major bishop, his voice sounding small and far away.

“I can’t…”

“You can. The choice is yours, my child. If you want the girl to live…” he said with a shrug, his voice mixing with the din as he walked away.

He stood alone, looking at the bottle for a long time, mesmerized by his reflection in the amber liquid. He thought he had come so far, his powers, having other men fear him, but he was the same small boy the major bishop had found not so long ago, still a slave to someone who had more power than him. What was it the cardinal had said, love is a weakness that leaves you exposed to the wickedness of cruel men.

He opened the bottle and drank deeply. It was cool and sweet, giving him a warming feeling as it ran into his belly. He would do this for Gwen. After all his failures today, at least he could do this one good thing, he could save her, no matter the cost.


Chapter 22: A Walk in Central Park

Project Divinity Interview — Subject: Rowen Macdonald (Cont’d)

“The destruction of Washington D.C., the loss of the president and Congress, stunned my father,” said Rowen. “He had grown up during a time when people trusted the government, and the city was a symbol to them, the heart of our democracy. To have it turned into a burnt-out shell—well. He took it as a sign of things to come.”

“I’m curious, what did your father do when he found out about your friend Gibbs out there?” said the captain, narrowing his eyes.

Rowen hesitated for a moment, not sure how much to tell. “Nothing. He said that Gibbs had behaved like an American soldier, hardworking, defending others. Valiant. He was part of the team and there wasn’t anything to talk about. He and Ari got into it a few times about it, but my dad had command and didn’t take any shit.”

“What about you, Rowen?” he asked, speaking slowly, placing his chin over his steepled hands. “You think that boy out there is a traitor or a hero?”

She could tell the fat man was fishing, but she couldn’t be sure for what. She didn’t know what to think about Gibbs anymore. She certainly didn’t know what to feel either. She waffled between wanting to knock his teeth out and wanting to knock him on his ass. One was anger, the other affection. “My dad trusts him, so I guess I do too,” she said, deflecting with a shrug. “Lots of us wouldn’t be here without him, and he paid the price…”

Rowen could tell the piggish officer didn’t like her answer, the calm of the last few moments turning once again to bluster. “Alright, tell me about the shit storm at Central Park, whose genius idea was that?”

“Well, sir, Cardinal Washington was more than happy to announce to us that the Council of Cardinals had valiantly stepped in during the nation’s time of need. He told us that now that we had reinforcements, it was time to step up. He ordered my father to attack,” said Rowen, a small smile growing on her lips at the memory of that conversation. “My father told him to shove it up his ass.”

The captain leaned back in his chair once again, grinning like a cat. “I woulda paid good money to see the look on that stuck-up prick’s face when your daddy told him that.”

“Cardinal Washington didn’t take it too well, sir,” she said, her smile growing wider, “but my father, he hated him so much, we all did. My dad eventually agreed to probing assaults, testing the enemy’s defenses, but most of all he wanted to tap into their comm array. There was the tower, and we needed to know what it was, and we were all tired of the information blackout we were living in. The only information we got was from the cardinal, and it was sparse at best.”

The captain nodded solemnly, laying a hand on his massive gut as he leaned back to scratch an invisible itch under his chin. “Your father, he was a very cautious man, smart. I met him a couple o’ times, I liked him a lot. I didn’t think he would have been responsible for—”

“That was Ariel, sir!” blurted Rowen, her anger at the memory surging. “I had spent weeks going back and forth with Timur, placing smart devices all over the target area so we would have a complete picture of everything. He and his brother and sister were just supposed to serve as a distraction, but he pushed too hard, went too deep…”
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It was spring in Manhattan and the harsh winds of winter lingered on, refusing to give way to the gentler breezes of the season. Rowen felt like it should have been warmer, leaves should have been budding on trees and flowers pushing through the dirt, but instead icicles still hung from eaves, and in many places ice made the ground treacherous. She shivered, bundled against the cold, her unruly red hair dancing like flames with each gust of wind. Waiting for her father, she huddled in the cold, keeping to the shadows. Rowen had arrived not long ago, parking in an alley just off Central Park West. It was a perfect hiding place, close enough to the action without being exposed.

Gibbs had discovered the rusted news van, full of outdated communications equipment, most of it useless, but it did have a powerful wireless transceiver. It had seen better days, with its News Five logo having long ago peeled away. It was the color of rust and its solar-absorbing paint didn’t give much in the way of power, so they had hooked up a few batteries to make it viable. What counted was it ran, giving them a mobile command unit as long as they were careful. It had the advantage of looking crappy enough that no one gave it a second look, perfectly blending in with all the other abandoned vehicles. With a little ingenuity, they turned it into a makeshift overwatch station that served as the backbone of their attack.

Sneaking out from behind it, Rowen could feel a sense of excitement building. This would be the third attack they had made in less than a week, Mary Beth and her brothers having made it possible to fight back. Their power was amazing. Best of all Mary Beth, true to her word, had begun teaching Rowen every morning, not much yet, but it was more than she’d learned in a lifetime. They had managed two previous attacks, testing the Russians’ readiness, like poking a beehive and running away to see how deadly the swarm had grown. This time was different. Today’s plan was three separate attacks, one led by Mary Beth, the two others by her brothers. Their coordinated strikes would hopefully draw the bad guys from their real target, a comm relay that Timur had identified as hackable. If they did this job properly and inserted a backdoor, it could give them access to enemy communications and web traffic. It would be a game changer. Her father thought the whole thing was a long shot, but Cardinal Washington had been putting pressure on him to gather intel on enemy operations with the long-term goal of retaking the city.

She breathed deep, trying to release nervous energy building up in her. The end result was the freezing of the hairs in her nose, causing her to wrinkle it in annoyance. Rowen cautiously made her way to the alley entrance, cringing at the noise from crackling snow and ice underfoot. She was hoping to spot her father and Gibbs, the teams for the assault having trickled in one or two at a time throughout the day, trying to avoid notice, and it was past time that everyone should be in place. When they arrived the attack would begin, but they were still nowhere in sight. Looking out at the darkened city, she remembered when she first arrived last summer. It had been spectacular, with every shade of light and sound on display, buzzing with that unmistakable hum that was New York. The place was quiet now, a dark forgotten corner of the world, terrifyingly peaceful, the only light coming from the monstrosity the Russians were building in the center of the park. She couldn’t help but marvel at the alien structure rising above the tree line. The crystalline tower was tall and thin, bladelike, and faceted like a diamond, absorbing light into a vortex of dancing colors running up and down its length. Rowen had been scouting the park for months now and she had watched it grow from nothing over the winter months to the massive blade that stood now. She had asked Timur about it every time they had a meal together. He would only shrug, claiming he knew nothing, not even how it grew from day to day. She could never get close enough to see how it was built; to her eyes it was simply taller every day. Scarier.

The sound of booted feet brought her attention back to the darkened street, a sense of relief washing over her seeing her father and Gibbs, their dark camo fatigues making them almost invisible against the night. Her father was in the lead, moving with a practiced ease, almost silent. Just behind him Gibbs was doing his best to keep up, waddling along, looking almost childlike in the uniform and helmet that were simply too big for him, his pale skin glowing like a beacon in the dark. With a brief nod to both of them, Rowen opened the door to the beaten and battered news van. The inside was cramped for three, so Rowen simply stood outside as her father established his uplink with the fragile wireless network they had built up.

Her father had made something from nothing over the last year recruiting and outfitting their unit. Following Cardinal Washington’s orders, he managed to find a few dozen able-bodied men and women to expand their small unit. Their once-small team now consisted of a mix of active duty personnel and reservists who, like them, were stranded when the city fell. They also found a good many folks who were survivalists, preppers, those who expected the worst and had a knack for staying alive when others fled or fell. The offer of food (which they had in spades) and warmth was enough to convince folks to join them. The desire to kick ass and defend their homes helped too. Having more bodies had allowed them to organize, scavenge. But communication in the city was very limited, and running an operation like this was near impossible.

Her father’s new recruits had found dozens of usable devices and she had spent hours programming them with Timur, using their flight systems and remotely piloting them into every nook and cranny she could find while scouting, totally interconnected. The network gave her an unparalleled overview of the target areas, as well as the attack points for the other teams. It was like having a three-hundred-sixty-degree camera for the entire area. She could move and pivot as needed, zoom in on a single team member or pan out to see everyone at once. Combined with the body cams they managed to scour from the abandoned police stations, it was almost as if she would be right beside the teams. With the months spent scouting, she knew the terrain better than most, so her father assigned her to monitor their operations while they progressed and warn them before things went south. She knew it was to mostly keep her out of trouble, but the more time she spent on the job, she was surprised to find that she truly enjoyed it. She felt like a real asset to the team, not just some kid tucked away with a make-work job to keep her safe. Watching a battle unfold was like watching a living, breathing thing. She had begun to get a feel for the tempo of the attack, thrust and parry, the defense and feint of it all. It was exhilarating.

“Alright, people, ten minutes, no more. If we haven’t gotten into their system by then, the mission is a bust and we get the hell out,” her father said over the comms, synchronizing his watch.

“Alright, y’all, we’re in position, let’s make these assholes sorry they fucked with America,” said Ariel, his deep voice grinding with static over the channel. One by one each team checked in. When it was all said and done, her father gave her a final nod and the order to move out.

While they waited for the other teams to engage, Rowen slipped into the lone chair in the back of the dilapidated van as her father and Gibbs shuffled out, Gibbs giving her a nervous smile, following sheepishly behind. “You gonna be ok?” she asked, hoping things were alright between them. He still had some bruising on his face, and they had been busy. They hadn’t really talked since that day in the park, so she wasn’t sure.

“I’m about to go into a park overrun by Russian soldiers and killer drones, trying to do something that’s never been done before...how could I not be ok?” he said, raising his eyebrows and blowing out his cheeks. Rowen’s forehead creased with worry. This would be his first time anywhere close to a combat situation, and he tripped over his own feet at the best of times. He wasn’t supposed to be in the line of fire—his sole purpose here was to insert a block chain communication protocol into the Russian system, giving the backdoor into their network that they desperately needed—but things could easily turn in the field.

“Don’t worry, I’ll be watching your back. Just don’t do anything stupid, ok?” she said as he gave her a quick thumbs up before racing after her father.

She had just begun to settle in, struggling to slip her comm set over her unruly shag of hair, when Ariel’s voice exploded in her ear, wailing like a beast. Flipping to the cameras in his area, she saw him charging ahead of his team squarely at the enemy barricade that marked the entrance to the north end of the park. She watched in amazement as crystallized sheets of ice appeared over his legs, arms, and chest like plates of armor and frozen blades longer than a man’s arm appeared in each fist, flashing with deadly purpose. Even in near darkness, she could see the fearful reactions of the soldiers that stood in his way. They fired blindly, shots falling wide or ricocheting harmlessly off the compact man who appeared suddenly in their midst, blades whirling faster than she could see. Ariel was a nightmare in motion, a quicksilver demon who moved from man to man carving limb from limb, breaking bones and bending steel. He was made all the more terrifying when their weapons did little more than irritate him, their bullets like water beading on glass, slipping off his icy skin and doing little harm.

Rowen could see it in the way he attacked, his brutal strikes. He enjoyed inflicting pain. It wasn’t enough for him to beat the enemy; he degraded and humiliated them with every blow. His team behind him did little more than lay down covering fire, taking out the occasional straggler while Ariel wreaked havoc.

Seeing everything was under control, she turned her focus to Augusta, Ariel’s affable brother, who had a completely different approach. He was content with simply acting as artillery. The giant simply walked up and down the south side of the park, tossing abandoned cars at the Russian barricades. Rowen couldn’t imagine anything more terrifying than just standing at your post and suddenly seeing a car careening toward you out of nowhere. It looked effortless for the big man, like casually throwing a football around with friends for fun. He was the only one not to have a support unit with him, having told her father that he preferred to work alone, and he had done a good job of proving it thus far.

Mary Beth’s team was the one that captivated Rowen the most. Unlike her siblings, her unit worked like a well-oiled machine. She hand-picked only those who had experience with weapons and spent time training them with a cache of rifles they had scavenged from sporting goods stores scattered about the abandoned city.

It a few short days she’d crafted her team into capable snipers, able to eliminate a target in the dark at a few hundred feet. She and her unit had spent the day secreting themselves away in many of the abandoned apartments facing the park, patiently waiting for the order to strike. At her command, dozens of shots rained down like cracks of thunder at the unsuspecting soldiers guarding the east entrance to the base. Rowen was mesmerized by the tapestry of violence: crimson blood gushing across hands and necks of men as they bled out on the cold concrete. When it was done, a single poor soul was left standing, unmoving, trembling in place.

Mary Beth strolled out from the darkness, whistling a happy tune, her black duster trailing in the cold wind. The soldier, seeing a lone woman appear from the dark, fumbled with his weapon, stammering in a high-pitched broken English that she stop. The buxom woman only grinned, obeying his orders, slowly raising her empty hands above her head and coming to a halt, her Berettas slapping against her hips. The sharp tempo of her whistling never stopping, faster with each repetition. Rowen could tell she was enjoying herself, swaying her hips to the tempo. The Russian finally had his weapon and nerves under control, and hands shaking, he leveled the AK at Mary Beth, who merely stared him down. Then, without warning, a burst of fire exploded from the weapon, the AK’s muzzle like a comet in the night. Rowen gasped as she saw Mary Beth stagger and turn away.

“Well, that was none too kind,” she said, turning back to the hapless soldier. “I wouldn’t do that again if you know what’s good for ya. To be honest, you looked kinda pretty from the other side of the road, so I told my friends back there not to mess up your face. Would be a shame to shoot ya now.”

Rowen could see the look of terror in the guard’s eyes as Mary Beth closed the distance between them, playfully throwing his bullets back at him one by one, her smile never wavering. Rowen grimaced, noticing a dark stain appearing down the man’s pants, a small pool of liquid at his feet. Mary Beth came nose to nose with the man, gently taking his rifle from his hands. “On second thought, from up close, it’s more like you looked good from afar, but far from good, so...why don’t you run along and tell your friends we’re here? We can all have a party—it’ll be fun,” she said with a laugh, giving the soldier a small shove to get him moving. “Get on now!”

Rowen was so enthralled by Mary Beth’s antics that she wasn’t paying attention to the other teams, not doing her job. She stood up suddenly as she felt the van shake, thinking that there was an earthquake. “What the hell,” she whispered to herself, rapidly scanning the other screens to see what was happening. Finally she was able to pinpoint the source of the commotion. Ariel was far out of position, far out of range of the cameras, having gone far deeper into the park than planned. His original position was occupied by his unit, looking lost, surrounded by broken and battered corpses. Not seeing anything on her screens, she poked her head out the van door, only to stagger once again as another explosion rocked the street. Ahead in the distance she could see fires burning to the north. “Ariel, come in. What the hell are you doing? You’re way out of position; get back to the north gate,” said Rowen, slipping back into her chair, trying to remain calm. Looking back at her screens, she could see the plan was working. Her father’s team had managed to access the comm tower and neutralize the few soldiers left to defend it.

“Hey, Red,” said Ariel, shouting in her ear. She could barely hear him over the din of violence. “Sorry, but I got tired of pussyfootin’ around with these fuckers, so I went for a walk in the park. I’m goin’ through ’em like they ain’t even here.”

Rowen shook her head, not sure what to do. She was almost sure that Ariel would not take orders to fall back from her. He tolerated her at best, thinking she was little more than a brat he had to deal with, but she knew when people didn’t follow orders bad things happened. Just as she finished her thought there was another burst of light from the park, accompanied by a high-pitched buzzing noise that was coming from all directions. “Ariel, what did you do? Pull back, pull back!”

Rowen waited in tense silence, holding her breath, thinking everything was under control, when suddenly the comms were all flooded with strange popping noises like dozens of firecrackers exploding all at once. On her screen, Ariel came bursting out of the darkness, covered in bruises across his face and naked torso. Behind him were hundreds, thousands of small objects she couldn’t quite make out. Zooming in, she could see they were tiny four-propelled things with a single eye at their center, blood red in the dark, buzzing around, loud and obnoxious. They looked like a child’s toy, no bigger than a man’s palm, swarming like locusts out of the darkness. Rowen gasped when the first one dived full-speed into the compact man, exploding like a gunshot when it landed on his skin, leaving an angry red welt where it had impacted, incinerated. Hundreds more swarmed around him like a hornets’ nest that had been kicked over, each explosion staggering him as he ran, shards of crystal and ice breaking off as he ran past his unit. The first wave of drones following him slowed momentarily, targeting the surprised men and women. The tiny machines darted toward them, exploding just millimeters from their faces, each pop, each blinding flash leaving a horrid red canvas of headless soldiers in its wake.

Rowen bore witness to it all, unable to look away, knowing there was nowhere to run as

the drones spread out like a biblical plague, attacking with deadly precision, without mercy.

“What’s going on; what’s that noise?” asked her father, his voice barely audible over the wild hum of the swarm.

“Dad, are you safe? Are you being attacked?” asked Rowen, relieved to hear his voice. She could not see his team anywhere. “I can’t see you; where did you go?”

“There was a small outbuilding not far from the tower, a control station. Gibbs said it would be easier to work from here. We wanted to keep out of sight for as long as possible. Report, what’s going on out there? Our area is clear for now, but we need to be able to move at any time.”

“Sorry, Dad,” said Rowen, trying to keep the tremble out of her voice, “Ariel went off-mission, deeper into the base. I lost track of him, then there were explosions and then a massive swarm of a new type of drone that I’ve never seen before came pouring out. They’re killing everyone! Ariel is hurt, and his entire team is down.”

“Son of a bitch! What about the other teams?” he asked, his voice tense but in control.

Scanning the monitors in front of her, she could see Augusta was faring poorly, swatting at the tiny drones like a flailing monster. Rowen saw blood streaming from wounds all across his massive frame as drone after drone exploded in a fury. Only Mary Beth and her unit looked to be holding their own, her hands and Berettas a blur, the nickel-plated weapons looking like dark streams of silver as she covered her team’s slow retreat.

“Sorry, Dad, Augusta’s not doing so good. Mary Beth and her team look to be holding her own, but I’m not sure how long she can last. There are thousands of these things.”

There was silence on the channel for a moment. “Tell everyone to pull back, get to safety if they can. We’ll hunker down here. Gibbs, I need to know how much time you need.”

“Five minutes,” said Gibbs, his voice tinged with panic. “I’m almost there. This is some real next-level stuff, but I think I got it.”

“Ok, Dad, what do I do?”

“Nothing. Go silent, I need you safe. No transmissions of any kind until I give you the all clear, understood?”

“Yes, sir,” said Rowen, trying to slow her breathing, calm her nerves. She did as she was told, reluctantly turning off the van’s transmitter and powering down the remaining equipment, plunging her into silence and darkness, waiting. Alone with only the company of moonlight streaming through the side windows of the van, she did her best to control her nerves. Moments turned to minutes, and she lost all sense of time, grinding her teeth in anger at not being able to do anything. To her annoyance, the front of the van faced a brick wall, and the back windows were blacked out, leaving her clueless as to what was going on. Every sound was amplified. The howling winds buffeting the van sounded like a gale force hurricane, the wind shaking and rattling the myriad of wires and old electronics that filled the small space, grating on her nerves. Her mouth felt like a desert, and her stomach would not be silent. The sound of gunfire echoing on the wind gave her hope, a reminder that some of her team was holding on. But as time dragged on, the piercing sound of bullets in the night was replaced with the harsh whine of the distant drones, moving closer and then receding like they were patrolling, circling the park.

She had not heard the sharp shock of one exploding in a long time, and she wondered if that meant everyone was dead. Was she all that was left? What would happen if she was alone in this abandoned city? She clenched and unclenched her jaw, furious at herself. Everyone she knew and cared for was out there while she hid in the van like a coward. They had left almost half of their personnel at base, not wanting to risk everyone, but what would she do without her father to hold everything together? She doubted they would let an ugly, little girl they barely knew stick around. A cruel sense of dread began to overwhelm her as her thoughts circled to places she didn’t care for. She crossed her arms defiantly and chewed on the inside of her cheek, fighting the urge to power her equipment, to see what the hell was going on. She would follow orders.

Rowen drew in a sharp breath when she realized the high-pitched whine of the drones wasn’t receding this pass. They were getting closer, much closer. How did they find her? Looking around at the mess that surrounded her, she desperately checked and rechecked that every piece of equipment was powered down, that a signal could not be traced back to her. She cringed as she knocked a tablet to the floor, the impact thundering like cannon fire in the dark. She could hear something now, a chalkboard scraping across the roof that made her skin crawl. A chill ran up her spine as she realized there was nowhere for her to go. She would die here. Pulling her SIG from its holster, she checked it quickly, her hands steadier with the weapon in them. She counted fifteen rounds in the clip with only two reloads. She had not expected to be part of the fight. She would make a stand here—against whatever was out there, making every shot count. She pulled out a set of rubber earplugs and put her back to the screens, knowing it would be harder for the drones to come through from that side. She stood at the ready, baring her teeth. “C’mon fuckers.”

She could feel her breath coming faster, the grip of her gun feeling slick in her hands as she waited.

She was blinded by a sudden flash of light as something exploded, blasting a fist-sized hole in the roof. She fired blindly, not having the time to wait for her sight to return. She was lucky. Her blind shot tore a tiny machine to pieces, and she could smell the rancid odor of burnt plastic and metal as it fell to her feet. Her heart pounded in her chest as she fired again, hitting another as it crawled through the newly formed hole. If they got beyond the puncture and could get airborne she was dead, but as long as they were crawling she had the advantage. Six, seven, three more, they kept coming and she kept firing, faster now. The echo of her SIG in such a small space was deafening, even with the earplugs. Then, she heard it again, the scraping of metal on metal. With a blinding flash panel in front of her exploded inward, staggering her and knocking the wind from her lungs. Breathless, she blasted the little monster trying to squeeze in from the new hole—that was fifteen. Time to reload! Rowen could feel sweat beading down her forehead as the clip dropped to the floor, and she slid the new one into place with a satisfying click. She drew a sharp breath as she heard the whine of propellers coming to life. Out of the corner of her eye she saw one dive toward her head, but she was a split second faster, her shot taking the flying drone down moments before it could explode in her face. She kept firing, counting, thirteen, fourteen, fifteen, last clip. Nowhere to go, but each bullet was another second of life. She started counting down her remaining bullets, seven seconds, four seconds and it would be over, no bullets, no life...she would use the last bullet on herself, it seemed pointless, but keeping her head—

Then it all stopped. The drones froze mid crawl, their bright center eyes dimming to a dull red, the tiny machines falling lifeless at her feet. Rowen was drenched in sweat, arms shaking, blinking in confusion, too afraid to let her guard down. Was this some kind of cruel trick, and they would all suddenly come back to life and scatter her brains across the side of the van?

The rear door suddenly swung open, and they were there, Gibbs and her dad, unharmed and surrounded by a swarm of docile drones. Rowen’s finger twitched for a moment as she took aim. “What the hell is going on?” she asked, confused, as they piled into the back of the van with her. “Why didn’t you signal that you were coming back? I almost shot you!”

“Sorry, Rowen, couldn’t risk it. We’re barely holding this together as it is,” said her father over his shoulder, moving past stacks of comm equipment and squeezing into the driver’s seat, bringing the slumbering van to life with a flick of the ignition.

Rowen furrowed her brow while Gibbs busied himself with his tablet, pairing it with the van’s comm equipment. She screeched in frustration. “Can one of you tell me what the hell is going on! Why aren’t those drones attacking us?”

“Sorry, I did it! I mean, not all the way, but I hacked their network,” said Gibbs, cackling with excitement as he tapped on a sliver of colored crystal tucked in behind his ear. “It turns out I couldn’t hack the tower. It was way harder than I thought it would be—the Russians are way ahead of us tech-wise—but just as things were about to get really, really bad, and I was sure we were gonna die horribly, I figured out a way we could use their own comms to make the drones think that we were friendly. Voilà, our own little drone army.”

“Hold on back there,” said her father as the van lurched backward, heading out of the alley. Rowen placed a steadying hand on Gibbs, trying not to fall while the van lurched from side to side as they tore down the street, tires squealing. Realizing what she was doing, she quickly moved her hand from his shoulder, grabbing the back of the chair instead. Looking through the holes in the roof, she could see dozens of drones in their wake, forming a perimeter around their airspace. Rowen was taken aback when Gibbs powered the monitors. As far as she could tell, with the exception of Mary Beth’s team, they had lost everyone. The cameras in the park painted a horrid picture of bodies strewn around, laying in darkened pools of clotting blood. “Did we lose everyone?” she asked Gibbs.

“No, but if I don’t get this done right now, we will. Using this comm, I can control a few of the drones,” said Gibbs, touching the crystal behind his ear, his words spilling out in a torrent. “Once I figure out how to link it to the van’s satellite system, we should be able to control enough of those things that we can use them to defend what’s left of our people.”

“People? Are we looking at the same thing? Everyone’s dead!” said Rowen, pointing at the bodies on screen and grinding her teeth in anger.

“No! Some of them are hiding. Those things—the drones. They’re pretty stupid, and easy to trick. Ariel and Augusta are still alive, but down for the count from what I can tell. We can’t just leave them there, and Mary Beth’s team is still kicking... Holy shit, everybody. Hold on, it looks like I have reached the limit of what this thing can do. We got incoming!”

Looking out the dirt-streaked windshield, Rowen could see hundreds of drones swarming toward them. In the dark, their red sensors glowed like the eyes of a mythical beast, the high-pitched screaming of their propellers roaring like a monster. She turned back to Gibbs to find him furiously tapping away on his tablet, trying to control the incoming drones. “Gibbs, stop trying to control them all,” she screamed in his ear. “Just make them attack each other, you idiot!”

“What? Oh my god, Rowen, yes I can; that’s much easier, engaging!”

With a few simple commands, the drones in their wake tore past them, intercepting the larger force. Streaks of light and fire filled the air as their drones formed a barrier and began exploding, knocking the incoming machines from the sky. “Holy crap, it worked!” said Gibbs, smiling ear to ear. Watching Gibbs, she could see the crystal behind his ear flashing in rapid succession, going from brilliant silver to green, then finally to a deep, angry red. Rowen thought it looked oddly like the tower in the park as it cycled through its palette of colors.

“Got it. Holy shit, that hurts,” said Gibbs, clutching at the crystal as he closed his eyes, wincing.

“Do you even know how that thing works?” she asked, her forehead creasing with worry. She could swear that the strange piece of glass had grown. It had stopped alternating between colors and began pulsing between shades of deep crimson to black.

“I’ve hooked into the van’s satellite. I can control them now...there are so many...the network...it’s nothing like—”

“Dad, there’s something wrong with him,” said Rowen in a panic, her friend’s bright blue eyes glazed over, and his head rolled back, his hands strangely still moving faster than she could see on the tablet in front of him.

“Whatever he’s doing, make sure he doesn’t stop. He’s the only thing keeping us alive at this point,” said her father, pointing at the thousands of little nightmare machines surrounding them. “We’re coming up on Ariel. Good god, what happened here?”

Rowen glanced outside as the van slowed to see the entire area slick with ice, the floor covered in a sea of fallen drones and headless bodies, all frozen solid. At the center of the mess lay Ariel, covered in jagged shards of ice and melting snow, painful-looking welts over his compact frame.

“Rowen, Gibbs, stay put, and keep those damn things off me,” said her father, slowly opening the van door and making his way across the ice. After a moment, he shouldered his weapon and picked up the smaller man in a fireman’s carry, hurriedly bringing him to the back of the van and none too gently throwing him on the floor. Climbing back into the rear, he pushed past everything, placing a hand on Gibbs’ shoulder.

“Gibbs...Scotty, can you hear me?” asked her father, his strong voice calm and reassuring. The blond-haired man came suddenly to life, sucking in a lungful of oxygen and shaking his head.

“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir, it’s weird, sort of like being in two places at once,” said Gibbs, speaking quickly, adjusting his shoulders.

“Can you maintain this? Are we safe?”

“Yes, sir, positive. I’m in their network even now, and they haven’t detected me. I’m going to order the drones to return to base. Also, sir, I can track their chatter. The confusion from the attacks has pretty much thrown them into chaos, and no one is really sure what’s going on from their end. I think we did it—mission accomplished!” he said, his excitement infectious. Despite everything that had happened, Rowen couldn’t help but smile.

Nodding, her father gave Gibbs a smile and headed back to the driver’s seat of the van. “Ok, good. Rowen, send the all clear, and tell everyone who is able to meet at the designated rendezvous point. We’ll pick up any stragglers and anyone who needs assistance along the way. It was bloody, and we lost a lot of good people tonight, but I’ll count this one as a win.”

Rowen wasn’t so sure as she counted the dead on her screen. From what she could tell, a single attack had cost them more than a third of their fighting force. They wouldn’t be able to do something like this again. The enemy would be expecting it. As they raced into the night, watching the crystal on her friend’s neck pulse in tune with the one in the park. She could only hope it had been worth it.


Chapter 23: Iron Mountain

May 2076

 

Gwen awoke to shuddering sobs, a cool draft on her skin sending a chill through her, raising goose bumps and hardening her nipples. Curious, she opened her eyes a sliver, finding Arthur strangely curled into a ball on the floor, his back to the door of the odd room she found herself in. “What the fuck? Arthur what are you doing over there?” she said as she came fully awake.

She could see his face flush, his ears going a deep shade of pink. “Nothing...sorry...just...sorry,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “They just left you here, covered in grime. I...thought I could help but…you were naked, and I didn’t know what to do”

Gwen groped for the blanket, sitting up with a grunt, her limbs moving sluggishly, her head feeling like it was stuffed with cotton. The dimly lit room she found herself in looked like something out of a forgotten century, full of heavy, old-fashioned furnishings and gaudy draperies, once fine, now left to decay, smelling of mold and mildew.

“Where are we? What happened?” she asked, trying to piece together her addled thoughts, gripping the blanket tightly like a shield. Arthur stood, pressing his back against the door. “And why the fuck am I naked?”

“That’s how I found you, lying in a crater, covered in dust and debris,” he said, his voice a trembling whisper. “The explosion you caused destroyed everything in its path. Most of D.C. is gone...including your clothes.”

“What do you mean, it’s gone?” she said, her stomach roiling. She couldn’t give a shit about the buildings, they were just things built by men who wanted to impress other men. “What about the people?”

Arthur looked apprehensive, as though considering how much to tell her. He was always blunt; she could always count on that. “Tell me,” she said. “I don’t really need bullshit right now.”

“D.C. metro area was home to six hundred thousand people,” he began, his voice clinical, detached. “Lots of folks got out at the start of the attack, but early estimates put the death toll close to fifty thousand from the initial shockwave. But there are almost seventy-five thousand missing, from the secondary damage of homes and offices collapsing, fire and whatnot.” The more he spoke, the more sick she felt, wanting to vomit. How could this have happened? She was doing the right thing, keeping her word. She was supposed to be protecting people. “The president and most of Congress are missing and presumed dead as well, not to men—”

“Stop, just stop!” she screamed, bringing her knees up and hugging herself under the moldy blanket, taking deep, ragged breaths. “Where are we now?”

“Iron Mountain, Western Pennsylvania,” he said distantly, voice hoarse. “The most secure data center in the country. It’s doubling as a bunker for the Council of Cardinals. With the president gone and no Congress, they’re in charge of everything now.”

There was something in Arthur’s voice. He wasn’t himself. Pushing aside her pain, she studied him. She could see beads of sweat running down his temples, and his eyes were red-rimmed and raw. He no longer looked like the serious adult that he tried to be, but more a nervous child waiting for punishment. His whole demeanor felt out of place, odd, at least more odd than usual. “Arthur, did something happen? You know you can talk to me. Did you lose your virginity or something while I was asleep?” she joked, trying to lighten the mood.

Arthur flinched like he’d been hit, his mouth opening and closing as he searched for words. She had never seen him this way, insecure, fidgeting with his hands. From the night she had met him, he had always been confident. “No, never,” he said, his voice a crackling whisper in the dark. “I’ve never been with anyone except the major bishop, but now, since yesterday...some of the cardinals too.”

“What,” she said, stunned, her hands covering her mouth. “How could they?” She knew about the major bishop—it was the worst kept secret in Divinity Corps—but she couldn’t imagine Arthur being passed around by those men like some kind of party favor.

Shrugging, Arthur looked downcast, wounded in body and spirit. “They were celebrating, drinking over the victory in D.C. I wasn’t paying attention... They gave me something—”

Gwen could feel her strength returning as he spoke, her anger growing with each word. “I will fuck up every last one of them—”

“No, don’t. I’ll fix this,” he said in a whisper. “That was the last time... I swear it will be the last time.” He stood, clenching his jaw. Looking directly into her eyes, he began wiping away tears. “I know you don’t like it when I talk like this, but when it was happening, the only thing I could think of, the only thought that kept me from losing my mind, was you.”

“Me?” asked Gwen, her heart sinking. She had known from the night they met. She was afraid this would happen, given the way he looked at her, and had done everything to put him off.

“I know now...that I want to be with you, only you... I think about you all the time, and I love you more than anything,” he said quickly, his words spilling from his tongue in a torrent.

Even though she had expected it, the revelation hit like a tank shell. The darkness in the room felt heavier with his words. How could she explain what she didn’t understand herself? She never understood men. Why did it have to be this way? She just wanted things to be simple, to be friends. She had liked Arthur from the moment she met him, but she was just not that kind of person. He was cute and had beautiful eyes, but... And now she was about to lose a friend. “I’m so sorry, but...it’s hard to explain. That is something I just don’t want right now,” she said, wincing as the words escaped from her throat.

“I thought you felt something: the way you act, touching me, holding my hand,” he said with a shrug, looking away, embarrassed. Gwen could see he was hurt.

“I do care for you. You make me feel safe, comfortable. I can just be myself around you. But I don’t want to be with you in that way. I don’t want to be with anyone in that way,” she said, trying to soften the blow. What she said was true. She had sex with the major bishop, but that was the deal they made: Sex for security, money, like with every man she had been with. She didn’t feel anything. She simply played the part the major bishop wanted her to play. Gwen shook her head, not knowing what to say, burying her face in her palms. She was just being nice, being herself. How could she make him understand without hurting him?

“We could run off from this place, this life, make a new one. With enough time I’m sure you would feel what I feel” he said suddenly, rising to his feet. Arthur reached under the bed and produced a uniform similar to his own, dark serviceable cotton with a high red collar. “We could leave now. I know it sounds crazy but—”

“Arthur...please. I can’t” she said shaking her head.

He rushed to the door suddenly, not looking back. “Ok, it’s—no,” he said, hesitating, refusing to face her. “I’ll leave you alone. I have things I have to do, and I may not get this chance again.”

She sat alone in the musty, old room with its overpowering darkness, suddenly very cold, replaying the moment in her mind. Arthur heartbroken, all those people. Dead because of her. “Fuck...whatever,” she said to herself. Shaking off the feeling of nausea growing in her belly, she dressed quickly, suddenly wanting nothing more than to cover herself and hide from everyone and everything.

***

Iron Mountain turned out to be an antiquated presidential bunker, located deep below ground in an abandoned quarry. Its rough limestone walls were cave-like, with cool, sterile lighting that barely pushed back the darkness. Its campus was massive and heavily guarded, with soldiers posted every few feet, bristling with weapons. Gwen was worried about Arthur. He was acting strangely, and he was doing his best to avoid her. When she finally cornered him, it played out as she expected. He was angry, eyes full of hurt, and she thought he might do something bad to himself. It had happened to a girl she’d known back in Detroit. Some guys had run a train on her, and a few days later...she was gone.

From what she learned from the doctors who took care of her, she had been asleep for almost a day. When Arthur had found her, covered in ash and blood, they had assumed the worst, fearing she was at death’s door, and he had hardly left her side. It turned out she had simply pushed herself too far and passed out from a lack of oxygen. Lighting the air on fire could do that. They told her that her defense of the city had been nothing short of spectacular, and that the shockwave she had generated had destroyed most of the invading forces surrounding the capital. Unfortunately, she had leveled most of the area, the White House included. A pyrrhic victory, but it was still a victory, the first major one of the war. The Council of Cardinals was hailing her as a hero even though she considered herself a murderer. They claimed she was a young soldier doing God’s work of protecting his chosen nation. They wanted her to talk to the press, do interviews with the cardinals smiling gleefully at her side. She could tell by their demeanor, the way they spoke, they thought she was stupid, little more than gutter trash. They would use her as a tool to insure their legitimacy, only to be tossed aside once the job was done.

Gwen didn’t want any of it. Her mother was a master of building her up, then tearing her down. She was a hero to them now, but the minute America found out she was a former junkie and whore, they would trip over themselves to abandon her. Yet despite it all, she kept finding herself in meetings with old men dressed in red silk, building her up, telling her it was a new dawn for the country, a new day for her. She did her best not to commit to anything and found excuses to make herself scarce. The problem was when she was alone. Guilt would come calling, the voices of those lives she had stolen accusing her of all manner of sins. The torment was inescapable, a terrible parasite she couldn’t remove. Luckily, she had found a way to hide from it all: D. She had stashed a few vials on her cargo plane. She found that if she took small sips she could control it, be functional. The velvety, red drug left her numb, took everything away, quieted the voices. So she did her best to skulk around corridors, hiding in empty rooms, avoiding people in general, high as a kite.

It was in one of these moments, trying to avoid prying eyes, that she saw Arthur, her odd-looking boy. He had shaved off his beautiful hair and was dressed in tactical gear, wearing a heavy leather coat for traveling and knee-high boots, sneaking through a secure doorway into a stairwell, doing a piss-poor job of not being seen. On impulse, she moved quickly to follow, slipping into the stairwell just before the heavy door closed behind her with a hollow thud. She found herself in a dimly lit landing, rough concrete stairs descending into darkness, Arthur’s hurried steps echoing below her. Not wanting to be heard, she concentrated for a moment, searching for the slight vibrations that were always there now. She lifted off the ground, drifting ever so slowly inches above the steps. Quiet as a shadow, she followed him downward.

After what felt like an eternity floating down in the darkness, she heard the squeals of long unoiled hinges echoing through the silence, causing her to jump. The hollow thud of a slamming door, steel on concrete, reverberated through the stairwell, quickening her pulse, driving her to haste as she circled ever downward.

Finally, she found herself at the bottom of the stairwell, a steel-plated security door barring her path, the thick, beveled metal cool beneath her palms. Peering in through a tiny window, Gwen drew in a sharp breath. She could see a small antechamber, the security station in shambles, the men on duty unconscious or dead on the floor. What was he doing? What had happened to him? The door was closed, locked by whatever security protocol the fallen men provided. Never one for subtlety, Gwen braced herself, pushing ever so slowly on the frame of the door, the metal making a horrible grinding noise as the steel ripped from the concrete, dust filling the air. Tossing the heavy metal door aside, she entered the room, scanning for threats, primed for violence, ignoring the men at her feet. She found Arthur behind a glass wall that ran the length of the antechamber, standing at a terminal, a single pool of light washing over him. In front of him was a large bank of servers that stretched to infinity. A subtle glow shimmered over his small form.

“Arthur, what the fuck are you doing?” she asked, knocking on the glass, trying to be heard over the echo of fans that cooled both rooms.

“Learning,” he shouted, not bothering to look at her, his voice strong, confident once again, the doubt of the other day having vanished. “So many secrets, so many lies. I think every lie ever told could be found here.”

“What are you looking for? Are you killing innocent people who get in your way now?” she asked, looking back toward the fallen guards, trying to understand.

“Those men were not innocent. They got what they deserved,” he said, shaking his head, finally turning to look at her, walking toward the glass. “We’re so far above them, you and I. I tried to tell you the other day, before you flew off. I understand now. I know what needs to be done.”

They were face-to-face now, only the thin layer of glass separating them. She could see the shimmering glow around him more clearly, an aura reaching back like thin wisps of near invisible vapor, flowing over the servers like waves on a beach. His face in rapture, he placed his hands on the glass.

“What needs to be done, Arthur?” she asked, placing her palms to match his. She was frightened for him now. His eyes were frantic, his breathing short. His smile was odd. He didn’t seem himself.

“I know why the major bishop wanted me so much now. The things I can do... Well, let’s just say—ah! There they are, Bobby; you’re such a scoundrel,” he said, looking at something only he could see.

Gwen looked at him, confused. “Bobby? You mean the major bishop? Arthur, do I have to come in there and get you? You sound fucking nuts. Have you lost it?” she asked, getting ready to break through the glass wall. Arthur shook his head, backing away from the wall.

“No, my dear, I’m just fine. I found where Bobby was hiding my parents,” he said triumphantly, returning to the terminal before continuing. “You don’t have to do anything, Gwen. Why would you? You could tear down this entire campus and no one could stop you. Why do we take orders from these evil men? Why do we let them hurt us when we can go wherever we want—do whatever we want?”

Gwen paused for a moment, hearing her own thoughts repeated back to her. They could, they could do anything, but— “We made a deal, or at least I did,” she said, trying to convince herself. Arthur began walking up and down the length of the servers. He seemed to be looking for something, irritation echoing from his quick stride. “Why would you want to find your parents, anyway? Didn’t those assholes literally sell your ass to the major bishop?”

“My mom made the call, not my dad. My dad, he was a good man...” said Arthur quickly, sounding desperate. Finally finding what he was looking for, he placed his hands directly on a terminal at the far corner of the room. After a moment, Gwen could hear an ear-piercing wail, the sound of a fist on metal. The lights in the server room flickered as sparks exploded in the twilight of the room. Even through the glass, his anger was palpable. He stalked up and down the line again, touching each server in turn, his aura enveloping them, silencing them. Gwen jumped as an alarm sounded, a deep resonating pulse reverberating through the concrete and steel of the facility. Behind the glass, rage enveloped Arthur, tears running down his face.

“Arthur, what did you find? We’ve got to go. They know you’re down here now. Can’t you hear?” she said, trying to remain calm. “We’re going to eat shit for this if we’re caught.”

He stood in front of the glass, center stage, fists balled. “Let him come,” he whispered, looking her directly in the eye. “I’m the one who turned on the alarm. I have summoned him. I’m sorry you got involved in this. I wish you hadn’t followed me down here; that was a mistake, but I did plan for the contingency,” he said, his voice going flat and emotionless.

“Arthur, we’re friends—”

“No,” he said, looking away, “to you, I’m your friend, a nice safe friend for emotional comfort, nothing more... To me, you were everything!” he finished in a whisper, his voice raw.

“Arthur, look at me. We can talk—”

“I’ve tried talking! You never listen, and you do your best to ignore me. You don’t care what I feel,” he said, eyes downcast, refusing to look at her. “It doesn’t matter anymore. I’m sorry, but you are too loyal to him, to the life he provides; I can see that. And I don’t think I could stop you any other way. I wish it didn’t have to happen like this.”

Gwen was taken aback for a moment, confused by the sudden shift. Arthur’s face became a cold, emotionless mask as he stood, waiting. “Arthur, this is stupid, I’m coming in there to get you,” she said, raising her fist to shatter the barrier. Just as she was about to charge through the glass to end this nonsense, she felt a tightness in her chest, throat constricting, stumbling back.

“How do you stop an unbreakable girl?” he asked rhetorically, placing filters in his nostrils from a compartment in his coat as he watched her. Gwen could feel herself losing control, her limbs failing. She cringed inwardly as she fell, her face bouncing on the rough concrete. “Sarin gas, colorless, odorless. It paralyzes the muscles, the lungs too—strength doesn’t matter. Imagine my surprise when I found they have a stockpile of it in the ventilation here,” said Arthur as the ventilation system became much louder. “Luckily, the same system can remove it just as quickly as it enters the air supply.”

The glass doors slid open with a hiss as Arthur stepped out, hands gripped behind him. He looked down at her, a trace of a frown on his face that quickly vanished.

“Why are you doing this?” she said, words spilling from numb lips. “What did you find in there?”

Arthur squatted, rolling her over, his hand gently caressing her cheek, slowly drifting to her breast. “Everything! Every secret... Do you know what happens when we age out?” he asked, his face a mask. “We’re, what, the third generation of Divinity Corps since the start of the war? You would think they would have an army of super-powered soldiers, instead of the desperate handful we have now.”

“Arthur, please,” she said, her words a jumble, incomprehensible, drool spilling from her lips.

“You know, I thought that day you were asleep was the worst day of my life, and I thought you were lost to me forever,” he said, his face expressionless. “I was so relieved when you woke up, like I was given another chance to tell you how I felt, for us to be together...but it seems my pain could get worse, somehow. You being alive made it worse.”

Gwen could see through his calm façade. Hurt and burning anger coursed through him like a living flame, feeding his hate. How quickly it turned. “I’m so sorry, Gwen, our time is over. Bobby is here, and I need to have words with him before I go,” he said suddenly, looking up.

Arthur rolled her onto her side as she began to spasm, vomit pouring from her mouth. He stood, producing a small pistol from his long leather coat. “I don’t want you to drown in your own vomit. The end will come soon enough. Besides, like this, you get a front-row seat to the show,” he said, facing the door to the stairwell. Gwen could hear the thundering echo of boots racing down the stairs. Like a bull wildly charging the matador, oblivious to the blade beneath his cape, death waited. As the first soldiers arrived, the lights cut, plunging the chamber into darkness. It lasted only moments, the echo and flash of Arthur’s pistol telling a grim tale, the copper smell of blood filling her nostrils as bodies fell heavily to the ground.

“You can come in now, Bobby, I’ve finished playing with your friends,” she heard Arthur say as the lights came up. He stood at the ready, taking aim at the frail, old man standing in the doorway, his crimson robes hanging loosely around him as he stepped over the fallen soldiers at his feet.

“What are you doing, boy?” said the major bishop, taking a threatening step toward Arthur. “I will punish you for this.”

Arthur lowered the gun, deftly sliding it back into his dark leather coat. “No. No more punishment,” he said, quickly crossing the divide between them, grasping the old man by the throat and pressing him against the wall, driving the taller man to his knees. “This is where I end you,” Arthur began, fumbling around the major bishop’s silk robes, searching, his knee viciously pressed against the old man’s chest, pinning him to the wall. Gwen could see the major bishop struggling as Arthur’s iron grip held him, hate radiating from his pale-blue gaze. She watched it all with her body slowly dying, one side of her face in a pool of vomit and drool on the cold concrete floor. Finally, Arthur triumphantly pulled a small red vial from a hidden compartment in the major bishop’s robes. Her eyes widened as she recognized it. Diomoxicin. Uncorking the vial with one hand, he poured the ruby-red liquid into the major bishop’s mouth, forcing it down his throat.

“Drink,” he said harshly. “I want this to last.”

The vial empty, Arthur threw it to the floor, releasing his grip and stalking away, pacing back and forth in front of the major bishop, who slumped against the wall, his body frail and weak. A horrid cough rattled in his throat, a broken, old man waiting for the end. Then in a heartbeat, Gwen watched the drug take hold, and metamorphosis began. His pale, gray-blue eyes darkened to a deep cobalt and blood rushed to his pockmarked face, the old parchment-like skin beginning to glow pink with the bloom of youth. He stood straight, no longer using the wall to hold himself up, frailty vanished and body strong. Tendrils of red-and-black energy began racing up and down his whip-thin frame, the smell of ozone permeating the air. “Is this what you want, boy, to test your strength against mine?” said the major bishop, breathing deeply as he and Arthur began to circle one another. “In my prime, you would have been reduced to ashes by now, but age has tempered my anger. If you stop this foolishness now, I will not be so harsh with my punishments. Things can go back to the way they were between us.”

Arthur’s laugh was chilling. Gone was the odd boy she had met so long ago with the beautiful eyes and charming smile, the one who made her feel safe. He had been consumed, broken and remade by the monster in crimson who stood before him. Tears leaked from Gwen’s eyes, for Arthur, for herself.

“Things could never go back, not with what I know now. Every sin, so many lies. I gave you the Diomoxicin to make sure you won’t die too quickly,” said Arthur, flexing his fists, eyes drilling into the predator stalking him. “That was always your problem, wasn’t it, Bobby, always so quick! I want to take my time repaying you for every hurt, every thrust.”

“Come, then,” said the major bishop, bracing for what was coming.

With an awful scream, full of hurt and hate, Arthur leapt, soaring across the threshold between the two men in an instant. With a grunt, he drove hard into the wall as the major bishop slipped to the side, fracturing the concrete with his strike. Arthur turned and wailed in pain as the major bishop struck back, coils of red-and-black mist snaking around Arthur, boiling flesh and bubbling skin as he struggled to reach the older man. Ignoring the pain, Arthur swept low, knocking the thin man from his feet, bolts of energy vaulting into the ceiling and sending sparks of white light cascading down all around them. Quicker than a cat, Arthur then lashed out, kicking the prone major bishop with enough force to send him careening into the concrete wall beside the entryway, his impact shattering the wall, sending a spray of dust into the air. He fell with a heavy grunt, laying there for a moment, spitting up blood as Arthur grimly watched him struggle for breath. “Get up. You have more in you. I know you do. You’re very capable.”

“You mock me, boy, when I have only made your life better, set you on a path to greatness. Even if you kill me, you will live every day knowing that you were shaped by me. I have made you in my image. You’ll understand one day.”

“I am nothing like you, monster!”

The major bishop’s words sent Arthur into a deeper rage. Dragging the older man to his feet, facing off once again, he lashed out, holding nothing back. Arthur’s fists repaid every abuse, each trespass on his young soul. The major bishop fought for something simpler, survival, every desperate strike a chance for another moment, another breath. The entire chamber shook from their blows, dust filling the air as concrete shattered and steel bent. Finally gaining the upper hand, Arthur lifted the major bishop bodily, holding him high overhead, streams of darkness arcing in all directions as he slammed him painfully to the ground. Gwen could see the satisfaction in Arthur’s eyes as he grabbed the old man’s arm. The old man lay prone, struggling for breath. With a single pull, bone shattered, splintering into a thousand pieces like an oak struck by lightning.

“Stop!” screamed the major bishop, attempting to drag himself away with his good arm, his face marred by pain. Desperation was clear in his eyes. “Your parents will die if you kill me. I have made arrangements.”

“I know where my parents are. I’ll see them soon,” said Arthur, towering over him, linking his arms behind his back. “That threat no longer has any power over me...Bobby.”

“Major Bishop O’Connell!” he screamed through bloody clenched teeth. Gwen could see real fear in his eyes now. “You will never get to them in time. I saw to that.”

“I don’t think you understand,” said Arthur, a cruel smile of victory on his face. “This power you gave me, that you stole me away from my parents for, is far greater than either of us could have imagined. Your order will never be sent out, and I will see to that. I can control it all, machines, the web...all of it. I will end this war, my way, and you will be nothing more than a bad memory. Are you ready?”

He understood, Gwen could see it in the old man’s eyes. He said nothing, spitting blood on the floor defiantly, accepting what was to come. Arthur, satisfied, easily lifted him to his feet by his crimson robes, caressing his cheek almost lovingly. He looked directly into his eyes as he wrapped his hands around his thin neck, squeezing. It was dreamlike, the two men, eyes locked, holding one another at arm’s length as though dancing to some chaotic discord. “I’ll tell you this,” said Arthur. “Once I am done killing you, I’m going to go upstairs and kill every last one of those cardinals. I will tear down everything you and your kind stand for.” The major bishop stood stock-still, chin held high, refusing to give the satisfaction of a struggle, defiant to the end. Arthur held him long past the light vanishing from his eyes, the force of his grip increasing moment to moment, shaking with rage. The sound of the old man’s windpipe crushing beneath his fingers brought Arthur back, breaking the spell. With a shudder and a gasp, he opened his fingers to let the body fall to the floor like a broken doll, a look of amazement in his liquid-brown eyes.

He looked directly at her for a long time, and she could see his lips moving as he debated with himself. Love, lust, and anger twisted across his handsome face. Gwen wished she could respond, return the pain she felt. She wanted to spit in his eye before she died.

And then, with a nod and cold shrug, he turned away, black coat streaming as he spirited over the major bishop’s broken husk, leaving her to die alone on the cold concrete. So much for love. For the second time in as many days, Gwen felt her breathing grow short, the corners of her vision blurring and fading. In the distance she thought she heard boots on metal, gunfire of some sort. She fell into darkness, dreaming of glinting comets of silver and gold, men in masks tormenting her. She felt suddenly lifted as though she was flying, looking out to clear horizons...


Chapter 24: Colorado Dreaming

May 2076

 

Arthur picked his way across the battlefield, racked by waves of guilt, still reeling from what he’d done. In some way, the shattered tanks, planes, and men were like a strange reflection of what he felt inside, twisted, broken. Cardinal Washington had not taken his desire to kill him well, and after having retreated with his cronies to a secure bunker deep within the Iron Mountain complex, he had ordered Arthur terminated with extreme prejudice.

It had been easy enough walking out of the complex into the dark and moonless night. He’d managed to avoid most confrontations with security personnel simply by turning off the power, in many cases locking them down in their own stations. When he couldn’t, he did what he had to. He thought it was over once he passed through the main gates, but he walked out to find an armada of machines and men waiting for him.

The cardinal and his lackeys had clearly underestimated him, not knowing the true extent of his power. Arthur couldn’t control the soldiers, but every tank lined up against him was a weapon in his arsenal, every drone circling above an instrument he could use to kill, and he had. He had murdered every man and woman who stood in his path, exploding guided tank shells in their launchers, igniting fuel as it pumped through carefully controlled injection systems, spreading flame and chaos through the assembled forces. By the time he had taken control of the drones overhead and ordered them to open fire, it was over, not a soul left to stop him.

Finally coming to the edge of the debris field, Arthur arrived at his goal, an intact Peregrine VTOL, a command transport he had seen circling the field near the start of the encounter, his way out of this desolate place. The Peri, as it was known for short, was about the size of a small SUV, a strange hybrid between a helicopter and a plane. The snub-nosed vehicle was small and fast, able to take off and land from almost anywhere. They were often used in tightly packed city centers to shuttle around dignitaries, important men and women who needed to move quickly. He had managed in the heat of battle to choke off its fuel supply, forcing it to the ground.

Climbing on top of a battered tank to get a better view, he half concealed himself behind a flag that hung in tatters off the back of the machine. The transport’s pilots busied themselves in the engine compartment to the rear, cursing at one another as to why the fuel wouldn’t ignite. Seated comfortably in the passenger compartment like a king, a middle-aged cleric with thinning copper hair waved his arms frantically. Even from this distance, Arthur could hear him yelling over the comm system, his voice a frenzied whine. Without thinking, Arthur grabbed the flag, jumping to the ground and sauntering toward the fallen transport, stars and stripes fluttering on the wind behind him, his cheeks stained red with anger. Far above, he could sense the drones he had used during the attack were still circling in a holding pattern, just as he’d ordered them to.

Arthur knew him. He had been one of the men in that room with the children. Without a word, he tore open the door to the transport, ignoring the sound of crashing tools coming from the engine bay, staring down the cleric inside, who was scrambling away, his face a mask of worry. “Good evening, Reverend Captain Kerr. May I ask where you’re off to in such a hurry?”

The reverend-captain shook his head, pressing himself against the far wall of the transport, his eyes looking everywhere at once. “None of your concern, child,” he said haltingly, raising his chin, trying to regain some of his composure. “If you surrender yourself to my care, I will see that you are treated fairly, you have my word.”

Arthur couldn’t help but give him a tight-lipped smile. “I don’t think you’re in any position to demand my surrender or anything else, sir, but... Actually, if we could continue this conversation in a moment, I would be grateful,” he said, raising a finger, his eyes darting to the pilots who had moved to flank him. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you, gentlemen.” He turned away from the door, moving to his left and putting his back against the frame of the aircraft.

The men looked at him, then back at one another, each in turn raising their sidearms a little higher, their standard issue Berettas almost invisible in the dark. The pilot to his left gave him a small smirk, raising his gun a little higher. “I think we got the drop on you, kid. Why don’t you do what the reverend captain says and come with us?”

Looking back and forth between the two men, Arthur raised his chin high, gripping tight the flagpole in his hands, knowing what it had represented in the past, what it could represent again. “You know, in the old days, I would have tried bargaining with people like you,” he began, his mind reaching out once again, far above, “but not anymore. From now on, people like you will pay for all the horrible things you’ve done. I promise.”

“These men have done nothing wrong,” said Reverend Captain Kerr, climbing out from the transport. “Nor have I. We are only guilty of following God’s will and doing our duty as soldiers of this great nation.”

Arthur shook his head, his jaw dropping a little. “These men ferried children back and forth to you and the others, kids you and the good cardinal abused.”

“Lies! Those children were happy to have a hot meal, and their parents were content that they would have a few days without the struggle of how to pay their bills. You scoff at charity and kindness.”

Arthur closed his eyes, letting the waves of energy wash over him, the tingle on his skin growing more intense by the moment. He never tired of seeing the world this way, vibrating matter, electricity, life itself. “It doesn’t really matter,” said Arthur, raising the flag a little higher. “This flag once represented decency and honor. It was a beacon of hope and goodness. It’s filthy now, corrupted by men using it for all the wrong reasons, but that’s over now. I’m going to restore it, make this country whole, no matter what.”

A round of laughter burst from the three men, their cackles echoing over the battlefield, the reverend captain looking at him like he were mad. “For some reason, Cardinal Washington wants you returned, but I’m of a mind to end you right here. You’re more trouble than you’re worth.” The reverend captain spoke over his shoulder to the pilots, his lips twisted. “We can say he was already dead when we found him. No one will ask questions.”

Arthur held tight to the flag, slowly raising a hand above his head. “I have one last thing to say, if you don’t mind.”

The reverend captain shrugged, his smirk widening to a smile, eyes bright. “You want to beg, go ahead.”

“Reaper drone.”

“What—!?”

Arthur watched with a grim smile as all three men were riddled with .50 caliber rounds, each shot like a crack of thunder, justice delivered from on high. The men’s bodies danced around like an electric current was passing through them, their blood seeping into the cold and cracked earth. Spinning on his heel, he settled into the pilot’s seat of the transport, thoughts of the three men already fleeing from his mind. With a thought he reactivated all systems, powering up the craft in an instant.

The encounter had been good for him. The men had reminded him of why he took the path less traveled. Best of all, his guilt had been washed away, his sense of purpose renewed. He had broken all of his ties to the past except one, one that he would soon remove. Nothing could be used to control—

“Did you kill Reverend Captain Kerr, Arthur?”

Arthur gripped the arms of his seat with enough force to crack the plastic and bend the metal support frame, the disembodied voice sending a chill down his spine. “Cardinal Washington?”

“Yes, Arthur, I’ve been watching. That was an impressive display. We were unaware of how much your power had grown. We won’t make that mistake again next time we meet.”

Arthur scanned the interior of the Peri, not sure how the cardinal was communicating with him. “I can do things you can’t even imagine,” said Arthur, “and the next time we meet, you will die. I promise.”

“You will try, my son. You will try,” he said, his smooth voice mocking him. “Not to change the subject, but I see you took my advice and started cutting those ties that bind. I can’t say I’m pleased to lose Bobby, and Gwen on the same day. I understand Bobby—he was a son of a bitch—but the girl, even after everything you did to save her? I didn’t think you had it in you.”

Arthur closed his eyes tight, a fresh wave of guilt washing over him. “I know you’re not really Michael Washington, not anymore. Michael Washington died in that church a long time ago, what was it called, Blackwood,” he said, wanting to change the subject, trying to throw the cardinal off. “Like you said, Bobby was a son of a bitch, but he kept meticulous notes. He had reams of data about you down in that hidden server room. He tracked everything you did, every personality change, everyone you converted over the years. It was like he wanted it to be found.”

There was silence on the other end of the call. Arthur could almost see the cardinal’s dark features stilled with worry. When he spoke, at last the mocking tone was gone. “Well, Bobby was not well in his final years, he said and did strange things. He piled his conspiracy theories onto many of his colleagues over the years, yet nothing ever came of it... Nothing will ever come of it.”

“I saw it on you, afterward. I saw the crystal on your chest; I know it’s true,” said Arthur, his mind casting back to that horrible moment, coming awake after the deed was done, watching the cardinal dress out of the corner of his eye.

There was a sharp intake of breath on the other end of the line. “No one will believe a piece of trash ghetto rat,” he said with a growl, “and you’ll be dead soon enough!”

With a thought, he activated the thrusters on the Peri, at the same time disabling the transponder. He would have to fly without the GPS; it would be safer. Arthur smiled to himself, strangely pleased with himself. He was pressed back into his seat as the small transport leapt into the air. Aiming the nose westward, he headed toward his last connection that needed to be cut. After that was done, he would deal with the cardinal and put his plans in motion to end the war and save the country.


Epilogue

She cursed to herself, furiously trying to wipe away the tiny specks of blood scattered like poppies across her pristine white uniform, a symptom of the nosebleeds that never seemed to stop now, no matter how much Uriel healed her. “Fuck! Anyone got a tissue?”

“Headache again?” asked Uriel, tiny comets of gold and silver appearing around him as he approached her. Fumbling around in his pocket, he handed her a crumpled napkin left over from lunch. “You gotta take it easy, Gwen. The gas did a lot of damage,” he said, speaking in his soft tone. “I almost didn’t get to you in time. Some of this is going to have to heal naturally.”

Gwen nodded, rubbing her temple as a sharp jolt of pain ran through her skull like a bullet. She sighed in relief as Uriel’s fireflies began to circle her like a small dervish before plunging through her, sweat suddenly beading on her forehead as waves of heat coursed through her, making her feel like she was drenched in the light of a hot summer’s day. The rush of energy made her gasp, the ecstasy better than anything she had ever drunk, snorted, or injected. When it was over, she shuddered, giving him a grateful smile and trying not to cringe as she looked at his face.

“Stop looking at me like that,” he said, the soft glow from his healing reflecting off the thin lines of metal that kept his skull intact, marring his once handsome features.

“Like what, I’m—”

Uriel took her by the shoulders, forcing her to look up at his metallic face. “You look guilty! Every time you look at me. Trust me, it’s not that bad. If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t be here,” he continued in his soft tone. “I’m ok with it, so you should be too. Now clean off your uniform, so we can get this show on the road.”

Gwen sighed as she brushed away his arms and returned to furiously rubbing away the flakes of dried blood on her top. She found the uniform was too tight across her chest and cinched too tightly at the waist. No matter what she did, the too-tight pants ran awkwardly up her crotch, forcing her constantly to adjust. The Divinity Corps dress uniform was similar to the navy’s, but with a red collar and epaulet, a large Divinity Corps cross in gold adorning her left breast above her heart. Opening up the mirror function on her smart device, she projected an image of herself on the wall in front of her, swearing under her breath. She did her best to make herself presentable, a grimace running across her face. “I look like a man—a flat-assed man on top of that,” she said to no one in particular, turning to look at her bum. The whole thing looked gaudy and was completely unattractive in her mind. Cardinal Washington’s latest assistant, Ernesto, had provided her with a new wardrobe yesterday, since every scrap of clothing she had was half a continent away in Colorado. According to the assistant, the new uniforms were made from displaced layered graphene, or DLG, a miracle fabric that was damn near indestructible, meaning that it didn’t shred to bits the minute someone shot at her or tried to remove her head with a tank shell. She hated every scrap of it; not a single one of them had any sex appeal. She knew it had to do with the new image they wanted for her, a prim and proper young lady who would be a role model. She shook her head as she adjusted her pants for the umpteenth time. The last thing she wanted was to be a freaking role model.

“You know they want you to look conservative, right? Ernesto said we all have to look good for the cameras. You think I want to wear any of this crap?” said Uriel, standing tall in a uniform similar to her own. With his broad shoulders and narrow waist, it fit him well. If it wasn’t for his odd-looking face, he would have been the perfect poster child for the war. “My god, it looks like they have every journalist in the country out there,” he said, peeking out from behind the door into the newly minted Iron Mountain press room.

As if saying his name had summoned him, Acolyte Ernesto came running down the hall, his black and red robes fluttering behind him. On his heels were the two new members of the corps that were being introduced today along with her and Uriel, twin brothers that she had never met before. Dark-skinned and swarthy, with dark, curly hair, the boys were very slim, appearing almost as children in military dress uniforms. Uriel had told her that they were almost not let into the program because one of their parents had a Muslim grandfather, despite their parents and the boys being Christians. They both reached out simultaneously to introduce themselves, and Gwen turned away, not in the mood to deal with pleasantries.

“Are you children ready for this?” asked Ernesto, a paunchy cleric with blotchy skin who was constantly running everywhere he went. Everything about him reminded her of the White Rabbit from Alice in Wonderland. Every time he appeared, she had to conceal a smile, muttering under her breath, “I’m late, I’m late. For a very important date. No time to say hello. Goodbye. I’m late, I’m late, I’m late.” It didn’t feel like it was that long ago that she would sit with her mother watching that movie over and over. It was one of the few good memories she had of her.

“No,” said Gwen, shaking her head. “I’m really not the chick you want out there doing this shit,” she said. Behind her, she could see the twins giving her a dirty look. Did they mimic each other in everything, she wondered.

The acolyte blew out his lips, a look of mild annoyance running across his face. “We’ve been over this before, child. The people need someone to give them hope, and right now, that’s you! You’ve captured the imagination of the public, and now you have to give them what they want,” he said, tapping her shoulder with his index finger as he spoke. “Just go out there, smile for the cameras. Everyone in the room has been vetted and told what we want them to ask. There will be no difficult questions.”

“C’mon, Gwen, you know this could have been way worse,” said Uriel, tilting his head and giving her a knowing look.

“Whatever. Even when he’s not here, Arthur still finds ways to ruin my life. If I ever see that prick’s smug face again, he’ll wish he’d left me in that police station,” she said, opening the top buttons of her uniform and propping up her breasts. Looking at herself one last time in the mirror, she stopped herself. Shaking her head, she closed her top once again, not caring what these idiots thought of her.

Gwen blinked at the sea of overly bright lights and cameras as they shuffled out to a long table set up on a dais. Groaning inwardly, she stopped in her tracks, looking at the projection of her behind the table, dressed like some kid from the last century, prim and proper in a crisp white uniform and a long skirt that barely showed her ankles. Once seated, it all became real as butterflies began churning in her stomach. Looking out at all the faces, she could feel their eyes on her, imagining their judgment.

Acolyte Ernesto began to speak, his high-pitched voice sounding more like the White Rabbit with every word, introducing the new members and extolling her bravery, how heroic they were, and the sacrifices all the team members had made. It was all mindless drivel that she soon tuned out, getting lost in her head. She had been spending way too much time in there lately, and as usual it didn’t take long for Arthur to make his appearance, her mind constantly racing back to those last moments, the last look. Her best friend leaving her to die. Each time, she asked herself why. It wasn’t a surprise that he loved her; she knew from the first night they met. Worst was that she had been with lots of guys, and one more wouldn’t have made a difference...but Arthur was supposed to be different.. He was different.

She took a deep breath, wishing she had some D to settle her nerves and calm her. She knew it would have been a shitty idea to be high when idiots like Ernesto were introducing her to the American public, but the drug was the only thing that drove Arthur out of her head when she started thinking too much and she didn’t want to think—

“Ms. Stone, do you not want to answer the question?” said a piercing voice, jolting her from her thoughts.

“What? I’m sorry, could you repeat the question?” she asked, trying to blink away the lights, searching to see who had asked the question.

“First, I have to say you were amazing,” said a young blonde woman near the back, pushing up her glasses. Even from this distance, Gwen could see how wide her eyes were, her smile barely constrained. “What I asked was how did they manage to take you down? The TV footage showed you absolutely demolishing the enemy.”

Gwen laughed to herself, realizing that the young journalist was clearly older than her, admiration shining in her eyes. “I think I just pushed myself a little too far. I can get a little carried away,” she said, trying to give her what she hoped was a warm smile.

“I have a question for you, young lady,” said an older reporter pushing her way to the front, her iron-gray hair tied into a harsh bun and wearing a no-nonsense tweed pantsuit.

“Yes, of course, that’s what we’re here for,” said Gwen, giving her a tight-lipped smile and feeling a little nervous, her stomach twisting in knots. The reporter glared at her with a penetrating look, her mouth a twisted frown.

“I’m not sure what type of hogwash the Council of Cardinals is trying to sell the American public,” said the journalist in a blunt tone, her voice thin but strong, “but I was a member of the press long before the current era of rubber-stamping. Is it not true that it was you who caused the explosion, that you are responsible for the deaths of over eighty thousand people in the D.C. metro area?”

Gwen sat back in her chair, confused and not sure what to say. The Cardinals had given her the list of questions that would be asked, told her that it would be easy. “I’m not—”

“What’s more, I’ve spoken to many people in Ann Arbor who know you,” she went on, “including an alleged drug dealer named Marco who contacted me after seeing you on TV. He told me you were little more than a junkie and a paid whore! Is this true, Ms. Stone?”

Gwen glared at the older woman, who simply crossed her arms while giving her a smug and knowing smile. She wanted nothing more than to wipe that look off her face, throw her through the wall or maybe fly her up as high as she could and watch her fall to her death. With a start, she began to giggle, a small chuckle at first, slowly growing into full-blown shoulder-shaking laughter, mad laughter that caused the assembled group to look at her in confusion. All except the older reporter who had asked the question. She watched with a mix of pity and self-satisfaction, unaware of what she could do. “Fuck it,” she said, letting the vibrations she always felt now rush through her, like hearing your favorite song played on a loudspeaker, waves of pure sound driving into her soul. In a blink she was above the old woman, yanking her into the air by her collar and darting back to the front of the room before the gaggle of reporters could react, giving the hysterical woman a good shake every time she tried to speak or scream.

Floating above the table, she turned to face the gasping crowd, holding the woman up high for their cameras to see. “Everything this idiot has said about me is true. All those deaths are on my hands, and I gotta live with that. But I’d rather eighty thousand than seven million. That’s the number of people who live in the entire D.C. metro area, and those people are alive because of what I did! Don’t you assholes remember New York? The Russians would have done the same thing in D.C., killed millions of people and drove many more from their homes. I stopped that from happening. And yeah, I was a junkie and I was a whore. I did what I had to. I’m all those shitty things this bitch says I am, but let me tell you, there are way more junkies and whores in America than there are lily-white saints like this lady here,” she said, shaking the shrieking reporter. “America, the pure, shining city on a hill you people talk about; I have no clue where it is. Back in Eight Mile, where I’m from, the only America I know has to be a whore, because there are no freaking jobs for regular folks and it’s the only way to feed your family. Life is so bad, most people can only get through the day by getting high! Right now, the country needs a bitch like me way more than she needs a sweetheart, and if you ask my friends, they’ll tell you I’m one hell of a bitch!”

Gwen didn’t know what to expect. Part of her wanted them to cheer like in the movies, but only the young reporter in the back cheered, bouncing up and down for a moment before catching on to the somber tone of the rest of the assembled group and settling down. Most of the journalists stood stunned at what they had seen and heard. On her side of the table, only Uriel looked up at her with a smile on his metallic face—and oddly enough, Acolyte Ernesto as well. Everyone else looked at her in fear or shame. With a shrug, she dropped the hapless reporter back to the floor and resumed her seat. “Any other questions for me?” she asked with a smirk, daring anyone to challenge her.

She was surprised when the reporter from the back, the blonde who’d cheered her on, raised a nervous hand. “I’m sorry, but my colleague next to me is too scared to ask this question, so he gave it to me.”

“Go ahead. I said I was a bitch, not a monster,” said Gwen, feeling light now, not caring anymore. Everything was out there, what more could they do?

“Here goes nothing,” she said, cocking her head. “My colleague would like to know if the rumors are true, that your recent injuries were caused by an apostate, a member of Divinity Corps who betrayed you, and if so...what are you going to do about it?” she said, finishing in a small voice, cringing as though Gwen would fly over and crush her.

“There is no foundation to this rumor. It’s fake news at its worst,” blustered the acolyte at the podium, sputtering and trying to be heard above the uproar of the journalists who leapt suddenly to their feet.

As Ernesto struggled to be heard over the din, a thought tore through her brain like a tank shell. For the first time since that day, she could see glimmers of clear horizons.

“It’s true!” she said, trying to make herself heard above the stunned crowd, slowly floating once again above the table. She paused, hanging like a marionette on display, giving them a moment to quiet down. “Arthur was my friend,” she began, straining to keep emotion from her voice, “but he betrayed me, his teammates, and most of all, his country. During his escape, he killed dozens of men under his command, including his own mentor, the late Major Bishop O’Connell, a founding member of Divinity Corps. A man who raised Arthur out of poverty and gave him a better life. He would have killed me too, if not for Uriel here,” she said, giving the big man a reassuring look. “I promise everyone in this room, and everyone watching at home, that I will bring him to justice. He will pay for everything he has done, so help me God!”
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