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Tommy’s Recording 01
Well, I guess it’s been a while since I recorded. Maybe that comes with the territory when you’re starting to build a new life for yourself. Also, to be honest, I just couldn’t stick with doing the audio recordings after leaving the Tower. Not after what . . . after what happened to Jackie. I just didn’t feel like I had it in me, whatever ‘it’ is. But, I guess we’ve been here in the city for a while now, and I don’t think that’s going to change. So, I guess it’s time I got caught up on this whole recording thing. Funny. Jackie would probably approve of that.
So, let’s see . . . First thing’s first, I guess. What happened to us right after we left the Tower. Well, we set out . . . west, I think. It’s hard to say. I’d never been out in the world before. None of us from the Tower had, so it’s not like we had a map or anything to go by. Plus, it’s so dark around the Tower. You don’t realize that until you’ve put some distance between you and it, but that fog—the Darkness—doesn’t actually cover the whole world. It fades the further away you get from the Tower, and we think that’s because of how concentrated the Creep is around it. What I do know is that it covers a lot of ground and makes it hard to see very far in any direction, but once you get out of it . . . Well, things aren’t great, but they do get better.
For the first few weeks after we left the Tower, we just wandered. The wrong way, as it turns out. The first week out, we didn’t actually have any sort of plan. We just took the nearest street and followed it. There wasn’t much alive anywhere we went, and honestly, it was pretty depressing. I mean, at least I had Dodger and Mike with me. Well, I guess it’d be wrong to ignore what Dr. Watson did for us. You see, the world outside the Tower’s in pretty bad shape. What makes the Tower so deadly is all that Creep trapped together in those halls. There’s plenty of it out in the streets, but it’s not so clustered together. At least, most of the time. You get a little deeper into the city, start going into buildings or alleys, and things can get pretty sticky. It’s a good thing that Dodger and Mike’ve really come together as far as keeping their heads on when things get tough. Mike especially. I mean, ever since the doc started giving him meds, Mike’s gone back to his old self, the way he used to be before he got all shook up with his powers.
Anyway, we had more than our share of shootouts just trying to survive once we got out into the world. The city’s got Pocket Space generators, just like in the Tower, so we were able to scavenge whatever we could while we were wandering. We were covering a few miles a day, so we were making pretty good time. At night, we’d settle in wherever we could. That’s where Watson really saved our skins. The guy’s . . . weird. He claims he’s a few hundred years old, but it doesn’t look like he can’t remember anything from more than a few years back. That doesn’t mean he’s forgotten how to use his tech. At night, he’d set up these poles. I’m not sure how they work, but they create a field that pushes back the Creep. The doc told me it’s how he survived in his lab for all those years. I don’t really understand all the details, but I didn’t complain about having a way of staying safe at night.
And staying safe wasn’t always easy. There are parts of the city where the Creep’s everywhere, and other parts where it’s thinned out. It’s easier to spot danger zones when you’re in the city, at least. You can always see them in the distance, these huge tendrils wrapping around towers and skyscrapers. They’re as thick as buildings themselves, but the Creep doesn’t normally get that big, so they’re easy to avoid. Still, when you’re out there, wandering in a dead city, of course you get nervous. Close to the Tower, you’re still under a black fog, even during the daytime. And when night comes, it doesn’t matter where in the city you are. It’s almost impossible to get around without a flashlight.
See, there’s no power running out there. Not for the most part, anyway. At least, in the Tower, you’d have hall lights on, or open wires sparking. Outside, when it gets dark, all you can see is the five feet in front of you that your flashlight lets you see. I’m not sure what’s scarier than seeing a Creeper rushing at you from out of the pitch dark. Yeah, they’re out there too. Lots of them. You don’t find a lot of them in the streets, but there’s plenty in the buildings. Anytime you start scavenging, it’s the one thing you’ve got to look out for. But, still, we survived. Thank the Builders.
Anyway, I’m not sure what I was expecting from the city. Honestly, it was impossible to make any predictions. We’d lived our whole lives in the Tower. Watson kept insisting we’d find people, but I had my doubts. Well, I’m pretty glad to say I was wrong. We found some.
We were walking for more than a week before the Darkness really started to clear. Once you get out of it though, things lighten up, and that’s when you notice the clouds. They’re there all the time, just this wall of red tinted clouds in the sky. Still, every once in a while, they break. It doesn’t happen very often, but when it does, you’ve got to take a moment and just appreciate it. The sun, I mean. It’s the best feeling in the world to suddenly feel your face warming up under clear sunlight. There’s never a time when it doesn’t feel amazing.
If nothing else, that kept us going, that little bit of hope that things were better out in the world than they were in the Tower. More than anything else, I was hoping we’d find people, but nobody lives in the shadows of the Tower. We found that out the hard way, after wandering west for so long. We’d probably been wandering for more than a week before we stumbled on them. People. Well, it’s more like they found us. We’d been walking the streets like any other day when we started hearing noises. Suddenly, people were springing out of doors and looking down on us from windows. And, of course, they had guns. I’m not sure I wasn’t expecting them to be armed, but it’s not like it mattered. When we stumbled on the survivors living out there, we found a lot of them. We were easily outnumbered ten to one.
But, if you want to know the truth, then I honestly don’t think I was in any condition to fight back, anyway. These were the first people we’d met since leaving the Tower. They were men and women, their faces covered with scarves or goggles, and their hands covered with gloves that looked like they’d been passed down for a hundred years. But they were people. It’s what Jackie’d wanted to know all along. Was there anyone out there? Anyone who knew how this had all started?
Well, after taking us in and locking us up for a while, they realized we weren’t out to steal their stuff, and we realized they didn’t actually know a lot about how the world had fallen apart. As it turns out though, people were doing alright. We found out there was a whole community of them getting by. Dozens of colonies, actually, all across what’s left of the city, or what they called the Deadlands. They used the rooftops to travel whenever they could, and when that wasn’t possible, they’d learned how to survive on the streets. At night, they’d stay locked up in their buildings. These guys had full patrols and everything. Some survivors lived in single apartments, and others had whole blocks locked down. They traded with each other to get by. Still, there was one place in the whole community that everyone couldn’t stop talking about. It was the one place that really got the survivors excited. It was a part of the city they said was like nowhere else. Humanity’s last, real city.
Central Freedom.




Dodger’s Recording 01
Tommy told me he’d started recording again. I think it’s funny how it just made me want to do the same thing. It’s kind of like learning how to ride a bike again or something, you know? Like that fun hobby you forget for a while, but you never really forget about?
Yeah. It’s kinda like that. So. It’s been a while. Like, a long while. Like . . . eight months, maybe?
Damn. Nine months. Nine months since we said goodbye to Jackie. Since we left the Tower. And now we’re here, in Central Freedom. I guess I should explain that, right? Okay, so, Central Freedom’s this place, on an island. Well, it’s more like it is the island. All 13 miles are covered by buildings and skyscrapers. But really, when you’re talking about Central Freedom, what people really get excited about is the Green Zone. So, the Green Zone’s a few miles of what used to be a park but that’s now the heart of Central. See, a long time ago, the zone is where people met up when the city was falling to the Creep. It’s where they originally came together and organized.
That’s how the survivors started pushing back. Pretty unsuccessfully, I mean, it’s been centuries since the Creep took over everything and people still haven’t pushed much further past the island. Still, without the Green Zone, there wouldn’t be a Central Freedom, and without Central Freedom, there wouldn’t be anyone left alive in the surrounding city. Just to make that clear, Central Freedom is a city on an island, and that city’s surrounded by a much bigger city on the mainland that stretches for hundreds of miles. But nobody wants to live on the mainland because of the Creep, and it’s hard to survive out there. That’s why people started calling it the Deadlands.
So, the Creep wasn’t able to infect the island as much as the rest of the city. Number one, there wasn’t any Tower on the island, and the Creep tends to gather the most near the Towers. From what we can tell. Number two, the island’s connected by bridges, which makes it easy to keep the island clean of infection. Three, the original survivors also had some Old World tech that made it easier to keep the Creep away. It’s like the tech Dr. Watson carries with him, just maybe not as good, which I’m not sure if I should be surprised about that or not. Watson’s just a whole other topic I can talk about later.
Anyway, at first, the Green Zone became basically one big farm, so the survivors were able to feed themselves and push the Creep off the island. It still appears every once in a while, even though nobody can tell why. Still, for the most part, the island’s clear of it. It must be the only place for miles that doesn’t have to worry about any infection. But I’m getting to the point of the story, and the point is that it’s a good thing we ran into colonists out west, or we would have never known about Central. I mean, we probably would’ve never been able to get across the bridges. They’re locked down by soldiers around the clock. Central Freedom’s always starving for more weapons and ammunition, but what they have’s good enough to shoot down three or four people pretty easily.
Fortunately, we were able to convince those colonists that we weren’t raiders or anything, but that’s partly because we helped save their skins not long after they found us. At first, they were more than happy to let us sit around in a prison cell, but that changed pretty fast after they got attacked. It was a raid that might’ve wiped the community out if we hadn’t started fighting on their side. They let us out so they wouldn’t have to worry about us during the fighting, and Tommy’s the one that made the call for us to stay and defend the place. So, obviously we all did our thing. We grabbed our gear, got down onto the street, and started picking off whoever came at us. Like I said, these survivors were barely getting by, and they really didn’t have a lot of firepower. They had the skills to sneak around Creepers, but they just couldn’t hold up to raiders on their own.
Well, I guess that’s where it comes in handy to have three kind-of military people that actually know how to fire a gun. The raiders definitely weren’t expecting us to be sharpshooters, and we ended up taking out at least half a dozen of them pretty fast. That got their attention, and it wasn’t long before they were on the run. Good times. Of course, after that, we got a lot better treatment from the locals. Turns out they’d been wanting to send some of the younger colonists back to Central Freedom. People around our age. Well, since we’d proven we were good in a fight, I think they were betting on Tommy and the rest of us to protect them. So, it was more than a week’s worth of walking back the way we’d come, and then more than another week to reach the bridge. Some of the people that came with us had never traveled east, so it was a new experience for them, too.
And then we saw it for the first time. I still remember just how awesome it was that first day we got to the river. For the first time ever, I got a chance to see a bridge in real life. I guess I wasn’t expecting it to be so . . . big. And long. It stretched across the whole river, and on the other side, I could make out these huge skyscrapers rising up into the sky. Not as big as the Tower, but still, looking at it from our side of the river, Central looked like a diamond shining on the horizon. So, it should be pretty obvious how excited I was when we finally started crossing the bridge. Turns out the colonists were actually members of the city. The older people had volunteered to head out to colonize the Deadlands and the younger ones were just going back to Central for safety. Anyway, they’re the only reason we were able to get across the bridges. I mean, everyone thought we were lying when we told them we’d come from the Tower. Nobody out here had ever even seen anyone leave a Tower.
It must have been, what? Another week of them keeping an eye on us? I think they were making sure we weren’t going to blow their bridges or something. Anyway, what really got them to trust us was us doing drills with their militia people. This is going to be a little embarrassing to say, but I was about as good a shot as anyone on the island, and I was the worst shot out of any of the Scavengers that made the trip past Floor 21. I mean, I’ve gotten better, but I still don’t think that I’m great. Turns out the Tower just knew how to pick ‘em, because I turned out to be a great shot on the island. Sure, I sucked compared to guys like Jackie and Tommy, but that’s only because they were specifically selected for their physical talents. As it turned out, I only thought I was a horrible shot because I was comparing myself against gun gurus.
Anyway, once they actually trusted us and felt we could contribute around the place, they gave us a place to stay. And no, I’m not talking about another prison cell. They actually put us up in one of the apartment towers around here. I got to sleep in a real bed again. An actual bed! Plus, they gave us a place to stay in the same building as the survivors we’d travelled with. It was actually super cool once we got to see them again. Cynthia almost jumped out of her window when she saw us moving in.
Wait.
Did I mention Cynthia?




Mike’s Recording 01
Heh. We’re really doing this again? Couldn’t believe it when Dodger told me her and Tommy’d started recording. Hadn’t done that since we said our goodbyes to Jackie, after her taking down Judge.
Miss you, Jacko.
But you might be happy to know I’ve been doing alright. Least for me. I know last time we saw each other I was kind of a mess. The doc’s been good though, you know? Really helped me out with those meds of his. Helped me get my head together. Don’t know, I just feel a lot more like the old me. Guess part of that’s getting out of the Tower, too. With everything that happened there, maybe just getting outside was what I needed.
Life outside the Tower wasn’t exactly peaches, but it was different. Different enough, anyway, especially after we met the survivors. Jackie, you should’ve seen the look on my face. I think my jaw swung right off. You know, you’d always felt there had to be someone out here. ‘Course I agreed, but at the same time, it was so wild to think about. Survivors, out here? I wanted to believe, but once I saw it with my own eyes . . . It was actually still hard to believe, honestly.
Turns out the people we met were just as shocked to hear we’d come from the Tower. We’re the first, I think. Nobody’s ever seen someone step out of the Towers, so we were just as surprised to see them as they were to see us. Everyone out here thinks everyone who stepped into the Towers died. Their history’s better out here, Jackie. They kept better records, so they know a lot more than what we did. A whole war exploded out here, but you mentioned that. You called it the August War. They call it the same thing. Those two companies, Carthage and Apeiron, fighting it out. Turns out nobody was able to beat back the Creep, though.
Fortunately, we got the chance to prove ourselves and help fight off some raiders. After that, they liked us a little more. It was nice, getting to know them. Especially, and I don’t know if I should mention this . . . but there was this girl, you know? Well, is this girl. Cynthia. Cynthia Silvera. She’s, you know, about our age. And she’s got a little sister. A real little sister, ‘bout twelve years old. Real cool girl. Their parents died a while back, and Cynthia’d lived her whole life out in a colony. Outside Central is what they call the Deadlands. Makes sense. Lots of small groups of people everywhere, but almost everything’s infected with the Creep. Makes it real hard to get by, and it’d be impossible without the farms at Central Freedom making food to feed the colonies out there.
Cynthia’d never seen it though, you know? And she didn’t want her sister growing up her whole life out in the Deadlands. So, you know, they came with us. She’s a cook. Doesn’t have a ring to it like Scavenger does, but she takes food and makes it, well, delicious. Everyone needs to eat, and I’d never had food that tasted like what she served me in my life. Plus, she’s a medic. If it needs to be wrapped or set, she’s your girl. Honestly, she wants to go back out into the Deadlands at some point, to help. She’s that’s sort of person. She just never stops giving. Always the first one to see how she can give back. Guess that’s why we all liked her as much as we did. Tommy. Dodger. Me.
Didn’t think much of it at first, but we got along. Got along real well, actually. Once we got to Central Freedom, I didn’t think I’d ever see her again. Turns out, I actually ended up getting housed in the same building as her. Don’t know. Just lucky, I guess. She told me what happened to her family. I told her what happened to me. Told her about you. How couldn’t I? Anyway, that was the start of things. Must’ve been a few weeks later, after living in Central Freedom for a while, that I thought, I dunno, thought that maybe she’d like to hang out or something.
Life’s pretty decent in Central. You can stop for a second and breathe. I do my time with the militia, every day. Go out there, train with them. After a while, they put me in charge of a few guys. Not just me, but Mike and Dodger. Guess all that fighting in the Tower paid off somehow. Anyway, one day I get back to the apartments, and Cynthia asks me if I’m hungry. Cooks me some food. Says she’s going to be doing med work with some of the militia, taking care of anyone that gets hurt. So, I tell her that if she works with the militia, that’ll give me more time to see her. I don’t know, Jackie. I just said it. And she gives me this smile that just gets to me, like it’s the best thing I’ve ever seen, and she asks if spending time with her’s something I’d want.
Guess that was four months ago. Now, it’s been eight months since we got here. Almost eight months since we settled here in Central Freedom. Least nine months since we got out of the Tower. I don’t know. I’ve got a life here now, Jackie. I keep my troops in line. Do my time patrolling out on the bridges or hitting the streets. Always looking for Creep. Actually, in Central, raiders are a bigger threat than the Creep, so we’re always watching out for them. Still, every day, I get to come back to something. Got my friends. I’ve got Cynthia. I think . . . Nah, I know I’m happy, Jackie. Only thing I wish was that you were here. You’d like Cynthia. And, I think you’d like how I turned out. Got something I’m fighting for out here, and I’m pretty proud of that.
Anyway, I should wrap this up. I’ll record later, obviously. Once you start, it’s hard to stop. For now, I’ve got to meet with everyone else. Head of Central’s this guy named Gabriel Branagh. Real good guy, but he’s balancing a lot of things on his plate. You’d know something about having to do that. Anyway, raiders’ve been getting pretty aggressive lately, and there’s a lot of them out there. Some real weirdos, you know? You’ve got these guys who wear masks that look like skulls and other guys that wear too much leather. A lot of guys claiming to be warlords or whatever. Bunch of clans fighting with each other or fighting with us. Far as I can tell, not all of them are bad, but a lot of them cause problems is what I think I’m saying.
Plus, there’s this other problem. Been hearing about . . . Well, nobody has a name for this thing. I think it’s got be a Creep creature of some kind, just maybe one we’ve never seen before. Least, that’s what everyone else keeps saying. We’re getting some people coming to Central just terrified of this . . . I dunno, Jackie. This thing. It’s like a horror story you’d tell your kids. This thing that comes out of nowhere, like, out of the shadows. Stronger than ten people put together and so fast it’d outrun a car. Reports are all over the place. The one thing they all say though, is this creature flies on wings of fire. That’s the one thing we keep hearing. I don’t know whether to believe it, but Branagh wants to run a patrol out into the Deadlands to hunt this thing down. So, that’s one problem we’ve got.
Not like it’s the only one. I don’t know whatever the hell that creature is, but I know we’ve got another issue to deal with. This one, I do believe in. This one’s no monster, but she’s organizing a lot of the raiders south of the island. Now, a couple of raiders, or even a lot of raiders, we can handle. Thing is, they say this woman’s organizing a ton of them, and we’re hearing that she’s packing a lot of firepower. Don’t know where she’s getting it from, but we have to take it seriously. So, that means we’re going to have find out how big a threat she is. If the raiders are telling the truth though, then she’s trying to unite every clan there is south of Central Freedom.
They call her the Tank.




THE DARKNESS





Personal Recording of the President, Gabriel Branagh 01
Some might say I don’t have the experience for this job. They’re probably right. It was just two years ago that I was working as part of Civil Development, helping restore some of the towers out on the riverside and making sure the bridges were still intact. Now, I’m president. When I meet with the Advisory Council, or sit with the War Council, I feel like they’re all waiting for me to screw up. Watching. I’m the guy they brought in to clean up their mess. The fact that I’d spent part of my career full-time in the militia is why they picked me. I think they thought it would be best if they had a guy working for them who’d spent time on both the civil and military side. Plus, I was young enough that maybe they thought I’d be a push over.
I suppose the job’s not exactly easy, not with the former president, Nikola Dravic, still serving as a representative for one of the sixteen districts in Central Freedom. You can tell he likes pushing my buttons in front of everyone else, but that comes with the territory. He likes reminding everyone that he thinks he should still be in charge. What’s worse is that I know the War Council still has his back. Most of them, anyway. Old Nikola was a soldier for a long time, a real headstrong guy who served a lot of time in the Deadlands. I guess they respect that more than the time I served defending the bridges, even though I’m the one who . . . Well, I’m not going to brag about my accomplishments as a part of the militia. They know I earned my place on the front lines.
But I’m not going to brag about those accomplishments because they don’t seem to matter to the people who make decisions in this city. A lot of the old timers, the ones who served with him and control most of the militia, really have a soft spot for guys like Nikola. The younger guys? Not so much. The only problem is, there aren’t a lot of young guys on the War Council. They’re mostly in the middle or lower ranks.
Now, the Advisory Council . . . A lot of them were pretty close with Nikola too, but they couldn’t put up with him and the losses the island was taking. Too many complaints from the citizens about people going missing. Even a guy like Nikola can’t hold on to power with that many people protesting, not in a democracy like ours. During the protests, I was just another representative on the council, but it helped that I represented one of the largest districts on the island. Guess that’s another reason why the Advisory Council decided to roll the dice on me.
If I’m sounding a little frustrated, it’s because I am. Today, I had a shout out with most of both councils, arguing that we had to focus on building up our own forces instead of looking for help elsewhere. It’s been almost two years to the day since I ended our alliance with Fort Silence, and the councils have never been happy about that. The people were fine with it. I know that. Your average Janes and Joes never really liked the way Fort Silence handled their business. Anti-democratic. Authoritarian. It isn’t that the higher ups at the fort necessarily did anything wrong, but they kept pressuring us more and more to have a say in how we run things. Central Freedom’s survived because it puts the people first. That’s why we’re so generous with the food from the Green Zone. General Yousef, who’s running everything up there at the fort, would like us to be a lot more restrictive. Prioritize the military forces. I get where he’s coming from, but there’s no use in having an army if there are no people to defend. Our people, including our colonies out in the Deadlands, need to eat.
Anyway, both councils are worried, which is understandable. It’s not like I don’t see why. We’ve been having more and more trouble with the raiders south of the island. We actually had to abandon a couple of the blocks we were holding down after some recent run-ins, just a whole colony abandoned. The militia wants to take it back, and we will, but we need a plan. We don’t have the firepower to just go toe to toe with that many raiders. Sometimes I think the only things keeping Central from an all-out invasion are the bridges. They’re what keep invaders away from us. If they ever got here . . . Well, God help us. We have the manpower but not the amount of heavy weaponry to survive an intense fight in the streets, which is, of course, why the War Council keeps insisting we go to Fort Silence for help. I’m not completely opposed to it, but I need Yousef to show that he respects our republic first. I know it doesn’t seem like much to some people, but freedom is a slippery thing, the same way power is. Take away a little freedom and soon you might lose all of it. It’s the same with power. Give a man a little power, and he’ll want even more.
There’s a quote in our books, from when Central was part of a larger country that doesn’t exist anymore. It goes, “Since the general civilization of mankind, I believe there are more instances of the abridgment of freedoms of people by gradual and silent encroachment of those in power than by violent and sudden usurpations.” Basically, it’s more common for people to lose their freedom gradually, as they give it away, than it is for them to lose it because of war. It’s a hell of a thing to think about, and I think about it every time I look across the river. You can’t see Fort Silence from the shore, but it’s there, in the north. It’s tempting to think about allying with them, I’ll give you that much, and it would be easy. It’d be easy to go over there and agree to their conditions for their protection. Still, when I think about how Yousef runs things, I’m scared of what he’d do if he ever had control of the Green Zone here.
So, for now, I’m committed to training up more of the local population and bulking up our defenses on our own. We’ve got the numbers, but we need to train more people and get them real world, combat experience. A lot of our militia is made up of amateurs. I hate to admit it, but if push came to shove, it’d still be the truth. We lost the bulk of our best trained generals when the old general, Yousef’s father, declared independence from Central a few decades ago. Things were dicey after that, at least for a little while, but eventually the old general had a change of heart.
I never met the man, but his name was Omar Suliman. Anyway, Omar never formalized an alliance with Central, but once he changed his mind about us, he was always there when we needed it. The man never asked for anything back. Why he had the change of heart and decided to provide military aid to us, nobody can guess, but things were back to normal for a while. Then he died, and Yousef became the new supreme general. That’s when things went bad again. Yousef formalized an alliance with Nikola, provided the same military support, but then he kept pushing the city to become more militarized. That alliance ended when Nikola was voted out by the Advisory Council. Now, Yousef’s a few years younger than I am, barely scraping the end of his twenties, so I’m just hoping he realizes there’s power in trusting the people. You don’t always have to run everything like a military state. But, that difference between how he runs things and how Central operates is why we’ve never formalized an alliance again.
In some ways, I guess the arrival of Thomas Jones and his friends, Tiffany Anne and Mike Chapman, have been a blessing. They’re good. Real good. When they first arrived in Central, I got word almost the same hour that we had people claiming to have escaped the Tower. We’ve been living in the shadow of those things for centuries, and we’ve never seen anyone step foot out of them. The land around them is infested with Creep and sending aircraft anywhere within a dozen miles of those places is asking for trouble. You don’t see a lot of flying Creepers, but they make themselves known the second you start flying out that way.
Anyway, the same day that they arrived, we were looking into them, trying to find out if they were lying to us. Mike’s the oldest of them, but he’s still more than a dozen years younger than me. They came with colonists from the Deadlands, people that vouched for them. That’s probably why we didn’t shoot them on the spot. Still, it took a while to trust them. They know things though and have stories you wouldn’t believe if you didn’t hear them yourself. The same way we were ignorant about them, they were ignorant about us. They didn’t know anything about what had happened in the world the last few hundred years, so it took a long conversation to explain what Central Freedom is and why humanity ever thought it was a good idea to split its military and civil sides apart into separate countries. Even I get frustrated thinking about that last one.




Tommy’s Recording 02
Hope you don’t mind me talking to you, Jackie. Sometimes, I feel like I need to do it. I don’t know, I guess I was just thinking about everything you wanted to find out. About the stuff I wanted to learn about. The funny part about coming out here in the world is, I thought it would help me understand how it came to all this. How the Creep ever got started. Well, they might have kept a better record of history out here, but nobody has details about where the Creep came from. Still, they’ve found books and documents around the city. They’ve even got computers that have digital records from back then, and they’ve used all that to put together what they know.
Once, there were hundreds of countries around the world. The things we saw in those old movies, back before we were Scavengers? They barely scratched the surface of how thing used to be. President Branagh actually brought in teachers to sit down with us and explain it all. I think . . . I think they might have even had a counselor they brought in just in case one of us got overwhelmed by everything we were learning.
Anyway, things here . . . They were alive once. There was so much life. People with all sorts of different cultures and religions. Nobody worshipped the Builders, but there was definitely someone who built the Towers. You know that though. It was Apeiron. And you know Apeiron got into a fight with Carthage. The records you found and the things I’ve learned out here are pretty much the same. Carthage was a resistance force that depended on local people to rebel against Apeiron and the Towers.
From what I understand, Apeiron basically ran the national government. There was an economic collapse that happened because of environmental pollution, and the job of defending the major cities went to Apeiron. They cashed in big on that. The national military had to withdraw from around the world because of budget cuts, while Apeiron kept using its profits to pump out new weapons and do weapons research. I’m not really sure when it happened, but they started building the Towers around here as a way of keeping people safe. Well, certain people. The wealthy went in first, and everyone else had to be useful somehow. Either you could use a gun, fix an engine, or work in a lab.
Nobody knows how Carthage got the funding to go up against Apeiron, but there’s lots of guesses floating around. Some think Carthage was founded by competing mega-corporations. What’s obvious is that when the fighting broke out, Carthage was everywhere. Apeiron put its war machines to use, the Panzers. We’re talking about giant, powerful robots the size of buildings, with the kind of firepower that could hold off a small army. When we first stepped out of the Tower, we saw what was left of one. The thing looked like a gigantic, metal skull. You can actually see what’s left of a few of them around the city, like giant metal skeletons buried halfway in the ground.
I guess that brings us to the final thing. The Creep. Nobody has an answer for how that got out of control. We know that the Tower’s lost connection with each other, and that’s right about when Pocket Space windows started opening up all around the city. Of course, that’s when the Creep started showing up. Maybe it’s from another dimension, or maybe it’s an alien. I don’t know. It took out Carthage and Apeiron though. It also made some insane beasts. I’ve seen them. Never up close though, at least not when they’re alive. You see, when you’re walking around the city, you’ll find what’s left of the Panzers, but you’ll also find bones the size of buildings. I still remember the first time we saw some sitting on the horizon.
So, I’ve got my face to the ground, looking at my tablet while I try to map out the area. That’s when Dodger taps me on the shoulder. “Tommy,” she says, and she sounds like she’s barely able to breathe. “Tommy. Tommy. I think you should look at this.”
“What? Creepers?” I ask her.
“Nooo. At least, not anymore, but it’s something.”
So, I look up. “What is it you’re . . .”
And, that’s when I see it. Now, I don’t know how I didn’t spot it earlier, but sometimes it gets hard to see in the Deadlands, even when you’re far from the Towers. Anyway, I look up, and there’s a line of buildings that’ve been completely demolished. When I say they were torn apart, I mean it looks like something just crashed right into them. That’s where I see it, this row of bones. It looks like something’s rib cage, but Jackie, I’m telling you, they’re gigantic. They’re rising up into the air over some of the apartments in front of us, and when we turn the corner, we see this . . . Well, it has to be a spine, because at the far end, there’s a gigantic skull flipped over on the ground. It’s at least the size of a house, and whatever it was could’ve swallowed us all when it was alive.
“What is it, Tommy?” Dodger asks me. But, what am I supposed to tell her? She knows the only thing it can be, or at least, she knows as much as me. We all listened to your recordings. You know, about that creature that attacked the Tower. The giant one that killed Sally’s dad.
“It has to be one of those giant Creepers Jackie talked about,” I tell her. “The ones they used the Panzers against.”
Mike’s on edge by that point, just flicking his eyes around everywhere like something’s going to happen. He can’t control the Creep anymore because of the meds, but he still has that sixth sense of his, so I keep waiting to hear if he’s going to tell us something’s coming. He never does, so we move in, our weapons drawn. Want to guess who’s the only person who doesn’t look nervous? The doc. Watson’s practically holding himself back from running up ahead of us, and I can see his fingers tapping at his lips.
“What a, ah, hm, a tremendously marvelous creature,” I hear him mumbling as we get closer.
“Hey, doc,” I call out to him. “We’ve got Creep hanging down the sides of buildings and the bones of something that looks like it could swallow all of us at once here. Maybe now isn’t the time to be, you know, doing your science thing.”
And then he turns and gives me this look, Jackie, like nothing I’ve ever seen from him. He looks like he’s barely holding his breath back, and his eyes tighten up, like he wants to throw a punch at me. “Live your life so single minded and simplistically,” he says, “And you’ll end up like the rest of this dead civilization. A lack of answers gave us this world, and you’d ask me, me, of all people, with my intellect and my accomplishments, to . . . to . . .” That’s when he stops and puts a hand to his head, like he’s having a migraine or something. Before I know it, he’s keeling over, like he’s going to fall straight into the pavement. Of course, I run over. Everyone does. I mean, the man looks like he’s going to die for half a second.
“Doc!” I shout as I grab him by the arm. It’s enough to steady him, and he looks my way, his eyes darting around at all of us and then at the city.
“Where . . . Where am I?”
“What? Doc, you’re here. You’re with us. In the city.”
“The . . . city?” That’s when he looks up and starts staring at the sky. It’s almost as if he’s seeing it all for the first time, even though we’ve been out there for almost a week. “The city! Oh, I never thought I’d see it again. Yes, yes, excuse me. I, ah, I am not always quite able to track where I am or, or even, when I am. Time has been so long for me, you see.”
“Yeah, doc. Whatever you say. You sure you’re going to be alright?”
“The creature,” he says before taking off again. We’re all behind him, making sure the old guy doesn’t go stumbling into a Creep cluster or something. The next thing we know, he’s got his hands running up and down those ribs. You might as well try and wrap your arms around a building’s support column. I mean, we’re talking about bones so big you’d have to have a few people lock arms to wrap around them. The doc looks fascinated, though. I just feel worried.
“What’re we looking at here. You have any ideas?”
“Any ideas?” he asks as he stares back at us. He’s smiling, and it’s just . . . creepy. “Why, many, of course. This, though, is no strange creature. No, no, it’s quite well known.”
“You’ll have to give us the rundown. I hope you haven’t forgotten that we’re all from the top of the Tower, while you say you’re . . .”
His eyes narrow again, and he flashes those teeth, like there’s this second part of his personality fighting to get out. “You don’t think I know the absurdity of the stories I’m telling you!” he nearly shouts before shaking his head again. It takes him a second, but I see him breathing hard as he tries to keep his voice down. “The human body produces white blood cells as a means of defending against foreign intruders. Viruses, bacteria, things of that nature. The Creep produces defenses of its own. You’ve, ah, you’ve seen them. The small ones. You remember? The size of pack animals.”
Dodger nods. “Back in the Tower. You’re talking about the ones that came at us in packs? I think we all thought they were dogs once.”
“No, not at all. They were created by the Creep. You see? An appropriate defense mechanism for people of your size. Out here, in this city, the Creep had bigger threats. As such, it produced an appropriate response.”
“Giant Creepers?”
“Yes. These were called Stalkers. Vast, intimidating creations.” He smiles at us with this wide smile, like it’s the biggest joke in the world. “Well, you can very well imagine that they were intimidating by the size of these bones!”
I point my gun up at the ribs. “Are there any more of them this big?”
“That would be a bit difficult to say, considering I have not left the Tower in so long. I’d imagine there’s a chance the Creep put them to sleep.”
“To sleep?”
“The Creep can reabsorb whatever biological matter it’s not currently using at a given time. If a Stalker isn’t serving a purpose, its mass can be reintegrated into the Creep’s mass for use elsewhere. Perhaps in a colony or a tower.”
“Wait. You’re telling us the Creep builds things?”
“Not, perhaps, in the way you’re thinking,” he says as he starts waving around the city. “As you can see, it mostly just infests. In high concentrations though, it does produce colonies. There are large masses of Creep, perhaps the size of many city blocks, from which it can sustain its outward expansion.”
“Doc, I know you’ve told us before that you don’t remember how you know all this, but you’re sure you can’t remember anything? There’s nothing you can tell us about how you learned all this stuff?”
“I’m a scientist.” He says it with this pride, like it should just end the conversation, but he keeps going. “I, hm, I know I was assigned to watch the Tower. Your Tower. For some time after, I maintained connection with the outside world. It’s . . . fuzzy. Hazy. But I do remember discussing this with other scientists. I . . . I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I can’t . . . I just can’t . . .”
Dodger’s suddenly got an arm around him. “Hey. Whoa. Don’t stress yourself out. I know it’s tough to deal with being back in the world. I mean, it’s our first time out here. We wouldn’t be doing half as good if you weren’t helping us.”
“Thank you, my dear,” he says as he puts his hand on hers. That’s the weird part, Jackie. Sometimes, Watson’s the kind of guy you wish was your uncle or your grandpa. He’s a little weird, but he’s nice. Then, something clicks in his head. It always has to do with something scientific, and suddenly he looks like he could kill you without thinking twice about it. Honestly? I like the guy. I’m just glad we don’t have to travel alone with him anymore.
That’s been the good part about being here in Central. We’ve all found roles to fill. I’m in charge of my own squad, same as Dodger and Mike. We run drills, keep everyone in fighting shape. The doc, though. He’s really found something to do since he got here. See, Central’s been running on scavenged tech for centuries. The stuff was built to last, I mean, it’s all Carthaginian or Apeiron equipment. The problem is, even the best equipment can’t last forever. Some of the stuff was on the verge of falling apart. If the tech goes down, all of Central’s best defenses go down. With the stuff we heard today about that new warlord, the Tank, this would be the worst time for our defenses to short out.




Dodger’s Recording 02
Tommy made dinner tonight. He’s terrible at it, but at least he’s trying. Cynthia’s been teaching him, actually. It was too funny to see him come into the dining room and put the plate in front of me, then just stare at me with those puppy dog eyes he does.
He must look at me for like, a minute, before he asks me. “What do you think?”
So, I stare at what’s in front of me, and Builders know that I can tell the boy tried. The poor, sweet boy. “It’s . . . it looks delicious. Probably the best meal I’ve ever seen.”
“You’re lying,” he says as he settles down with his own plate at the table. “You’ve seen Cynthia’s food. I know mine doesn’t look half as good as what she makes.”
“Okay, true, but this definitely looks at least second best.”
“Are you still lying?”
“Mmmaybe?”
He cracks a smile before grabbing his fork. “Well, would you at least taste it please? I did spend all afternoon trying to make it.”
“Oh, baby, that’s so sweet.” I’m literally laughing as I think about it, because the meal does not look like it should have taken that long. I mean, we’re talking about what’s basically just vegetables and seasoned tofu. The worst part about it is I can smell it. Like, I can really smell it. Tommy puts too much seasoning on everything. Don’t get me wrong. I still take a bite. I mean, what else am I supposed to do? Just sit there and break his sweet boy heart? “It’s fantastic,” I tell him, even if I can feel my eyes watering a little. “What, hm, what sort of spices did you put on here?”
“I honestly don’t know. It’s just something Cynthia brought over. Honestly, it just smelled good when I opened the bottle. Why? Too much?”
“Just . . . just a smidge,” I say as I’m half laughing and half taking a bite. “Just a smidge. You’re getting better though.”
“Really?”
“Cross my heart.” But he looks so discouraged though! I just can’t help reaching over and grabbing his hand. “Hey. I swear. You’re getting better. And I really do appreciate it every time you make me dinner.”
That gets him smiling. “Well, I’ve got to do more than just shoot guns around this place.”
“Long day on the range?”
“Yeah. Teaching guys how to shoot a gun’s a lot harder than it was for me to learn how to fire one.”
“You know you were always a natural with that, though.” I point at myself. “It’s not like all of us were born with that gift.”
“I know. I know. I’ve just been worried lately. I don’t know. I guess I’m just feeling a lot of pressure with all this talk about heading south and taking on the Tank.”
Just the mention of it makes my eyes want to rocket out of my head. “Feels like everyone in the militia’s talking about her.”
“Yeah, well, that’s what happens when you have someone causing as much trouble as she is. We’ve been fighting raiders for, what? Half a year now?”
“Maybe a little longer. First time we ever fought them off was after we got out of the Tower.”
“That’s right. When we ran into Cynthia and her sister.”
“And the rest of the colonists.”
“Sometimes it doesn’t feel real, you know? I almost can’t believe we’ve been out here that long.”
“I know. I guess I didn’t realize how long we’d be settling down for when we first came to Central. I mean, I think I just always assumed that we’d . . . I don’t know. It’s hard to say, I think. I just always thought we’d find out what happened . . . Maybe go back to the Tower. Free everyone.”
“It’s taken us this long just to learn what’s out here. We’ve done more exploring of the city because of Central than we ever could have alone.”
“I’m not arguing that,” I tell him, and I want to be forceful, but I’ve never been the type of person to start arguments. I guess I’m always trying to be diplomatic about things. “What I’m trying to say is . . . I wonder what’s happening back there. I miss people. My family, for one thing.”
His head dips down, and he takes this deep breath. “I wasn’t ever real close to my dad. With the way he drank, and the way he treated me, it was hard to really feel close. That doesn’t mean I don’t wonder what the old man’s doing these days. And, I know you were close with your parents. I wish I had answers for you.”
“I just wish we could start doing something about it. Like, maybe if we started trying to push toward the other Towers. Maybe we could find out how this all started and find an answer to all of it. Find some way to get rid of the Creep.”
“I don’t want to be a downer or anything, Dodger. I’m just saying . . . What if there are no answers? What if there is no way to get rid of the infection?”
I feel like the air’s sucking out of my lungs when he says it. “You don’t . . . You’re not saying we’re never going back, right?”
“What? No.”
“Because I need to see my family again one day, Tommy.”
“I know. I know.” His hand slides over his head as he leans into the table. “I’m not saying anything, okay? I know you’re right. We have to go back one day. Maybe I’m just enjoying life without having to worry all the time that something’s waiting to kill me. That can’t be so bad.”
“It’s not, but don’t you think I want the same thing for my mom and dad? Tommy, I love them.”
“I get it. You’re right. You’re right. Look, I’m just saying, it took us a while to get settled down here. We’re on our feet, we know there are other Towers. Come on. Central Freedom’s built on Old World tech, and Fort Silence is practically built into an old Apeiron military base. At some point, we’re going to have to uncover something that helps us learn how to deal with the Creep. But . . . even if we never did, I promise, I’d be the first one back in that Tower trying to find a way to get you back to your parents.”
“Yeah.”
He looks up at me as he leans back in his chair. “You know . . . You know I’d do anything for you, Dodger. Tiffany.”
Nobody ever uses my real name anymore. Most people at Central don’t even know it. So, when he says it, I can practically feel my face turning red. “Um, time to eat. Definitely time to eat.”
“Sorry. I didn’t mean to get too deep on you there,” he says with a laugh. He starts digging into his food, and I start scarfing down mine. “I promise, as soon as we get done dealing with the Tank, I’ll start talking to Branagh about making a push at the Towers.”
“Sounds like a plan. Have you heard anything else since we had our meeting with Colonel Martin?”
“Nothing more than what you know. Raiders swarming all over the south edge of Central, on the mainland. Nobody knows exactly where they’re headquartered, but the militia’s sent out a few patrols to see what they could scout. They’re hard to find, though. They’re organized. That’s what separates them from every other group we’ve ever dealt with. It’s not like they’re just coming in with guns blazing and ready to fight. They’re being real tactical about every move they make, and that’s why the senior officers are so worried. The War Council keeps pressuring President Branagh to make a new alliance with Fort Silence.”
“I don’t know, Tommy. It’s just, from everything they told us about how they run things up there, it sounds a lot like how Tower Authority ran things back home.”
“I thought the same thing, but I don’t get to call the shots. The president talks to me once in a while to get my opinion, but I don’t know how much he actually pays attention to me.”
“Well, who wouldn’t want the advice of such a handsome soldier as you?”
That gets another laugh out of him. “Practically the whole senior command’s done all their military service from along the bridges. It’s a lot easier to win fights when your enemy’s disorganized and stuck in a bottleneck. Half of them wouldn’t know what it feels like to go up against an enemy in closed conditions. Like a street.”
“Or a Tower.”
“Exactly.”
“Well, what about that other thing people have been talking about? The stupid one you think they’re making up.”
He literally almost spits up his food laughing. “The fire monster? In the city? Dodger, we’ve seen Creepers. We know what they look like. Whatever that thing is, it’s nothing worse than that. People are just imaging something. You know how easy it is to panic in the Deadlands, with all that Creep around. It makes people nervous if not completely hallucinate.”
“Yeah, I guess. It’s just, it’s not like it’s only our people reporting it.”
“The refugees that have been coming to the bridges?” He shakes his head. “Honestly, Dodger, I don’t know. I haven’t heard enough of the stories to have an opinion about it.”
“Well, personally, I think it would be kind of cool if there was a fire breathing monster out there.”




Mike’s Recording 02
So, I’m sitting there, munching on a piece of celery, when she grabs me around the neck. Suddenly, Cynthia’s squeezing me and putting a pencil to my neck while she growls. “Who’s this stranger invading the Green Zone? A spy? Some kind of raider? I’ve never seen anyone like him in Central before.”
“Maybe cause I’m not from Central. Just, might be the reason why.”
She laughs and lets go, then pushes me in the back. I go stumbling for a second before turning around, and she’s already got her fists up. It only takes a second before she starts throwing soft punches. “Come on, big man. Let’s see what you got. I thought you were some sort of hot-shot lieutenant in the militia.”
‘Course, I throw up my fists as well. “You sure you want some of this?”
“I’ll take you all day long, mister.”
“Try it.”
She laughs and jumps into me, and suddenly we’re going flying into the grass. She’s laughing her head off the second we hit, and I’m just sitting there, staring up at the roof. The whole Green Zone, every two and a half miles of it, is enclosed. Nothing but bullet proof glass that ends way up above the tree line. And I’m just sitting there, staring into the sky while Cynthia scoots up to my ear. “My little sister’s coming by. I hope you don’t mind.”
“Mandy? Nah. Girl’s cool. You know I like her.”
“I just didn’t want you making trouble because we weren’t getting alone time.”
“Trouble? I stay outta that.”
She props herself up on an elbow and stares at me. “Yes, the boy who fled the Tower, crawled across the Deadlands, and then became a soldier in the Central Freedom militia. What a peaceful, normal life to live.”
“They say curiosity kills the cat.”
“You’re not dead yet.”
“Came close.”
“Well, I’m glad you didn’t.” She pecks me on the cheek real quick before pushing up. She might not be a soldier, but the girl’s strong. Almost jumps straight onto her feet. “It looks pretty today.”
Doesn’t take me too long to get back on my legs, too. “Doesn’t it always? The weather’s simulated. Why I always come this way.”
“You like the gardens?”
“Yeah. And the trees. What gets me out here is the lake, though.
The lake. All we call it, really. There are actually a couple of lakes in the Zone, but this one . . . this one’s the one people usually talk about. It’s big, almost as wide as the whole Green Zone, and there’s not much gardening around it. A lot of trees, mostly. I know it might seem like a waste, but truth is, it’s beautiful. Sometimes, people just need a place to be. Guess this is my place. The rains that fall around Central are filtered into drinking water, but some of it goes into the lake. Other times, the city takes water from the river. Doesn’t really matter where you get the water, whether you get it from rain or the rivers, it’s going to be polluted. It’s going to need to be filtered. Point is, we can do it. Here in Central, anyway. The whole city’s built on one of the most advanced systems for purifying water that’s ever existed.
Anyway, from the edge, all you see’s the lake surface and the trees past it. The Green Zone’s got an artificial sun that projects down from the glass, so you don’t see any of the buildings around Central. It’s just views of a blue sky you’d never find out in the Deadlands. Think I like it that way. It’s nice to stand there and imagine that all’s right with the world. No Creep. No Towers. Just me and Cynthia, standing there, like we’re centuries in the past, before everything got destroyed in the August War and the Following Fall.
She looks at me. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah. Yeah. Something about this place, you know? Just gets me thinking. I like being here. With you.”
“I hope with me, mister, unless you’re cheating on me,” she laughs as she tucks her head against my shoulder. “It’d be your loss, though.”
“Oh. I know.” When I look down at her, I realize she looks a little tired. “Hey. Everything okay? Something looks wrong.”
“Hm? Oh, it’s nothing. Just, had about a half dozen people cross the bridge today. None of ours.”
“Not colonists. Raiders?”
“They say they weren’t, but it’s not like raiders wear uniforms. Not all of them, anyway.”
“So, what brought them to Central? If they weren’t raiders, did they get hit? Raided?”
“You’re asking if it was the Tank.”
“Basically.”
“No. This time, it was the other one.”
“The monster.”
She pulls away and crosses her arms. Easy to see she doesn’t look comfortable. “Are you going to call me crazy for believing in it? Everyone else does.”
“First, I know you’re crazy. Second, I’d never call you that to your face.”
That gets a smile out of her. “What a jerk.”
“More like a bad comedian.”
“Seriously, though.”
I drop the act. “Serious. I’ll believe whatever you say. What were the reports this time?”
“I don’t believe some of them. Some of them, though . . . We had four men and two women that showed up today. One of the women had a fractured femur, and the other woman had a broken arm. Two of the men had broken arms and another one had a concussion. According to them, they had to leave people behind when the fighting started.”
“So, the monster attacked, but it didn’t kill everyone.”
“Not them, at least. They said they got away while the fighting was still happening.” Cynthia stops for a second and covers her mouth. “They say it fell from the sky. Out of the darkness. Whatever it was, it landed on the hood of the front car they were driving. They were caravanning through the city.”
“Dangerous.”
“I know, but it’s not like there’s any safe way to travel through the Deadlands.”
“True enough. Go on.”
“They said it fell out of the darkness and trapped the caravan in an alley. It just smashed right into the car engine. When it stood up, they said it had to have been eight feet tall, with glowing red eyes. They said the eyes burned, like they were rivers of crimson. They could actually see the trails from its pupils as it climbed the rooftop.”
“Damn. Did they try and do anything?”
“Well, if you believe them, then the monster moved too fast for bullets. They kept saying it could float, like it could jump from wall to wall. And the fire. That’s the one thing everyone talks about, every time we get these reports. The fire. It would vanish into the shadows and then reappear in a burst of flames. That’s how it took them out. It would vanish and then reappear, snatching one of them into the darkness. Then it’d come back. One of the men says he pulled a rifle on it, but the creature moved so fast that it just grabbed the barrel and bent it backward. That’s when he took the punch that gave him a concussion.”
That’s the way these stories always go. Nobody ever gets a good look at the thing. All they can tell us is that it’s big, black, and on fire. “Guessing nobody saw a face or anything?”
“No.”
“Can they at least say if it was a Creeper? Did it have any tendrils or anything? We’ve got to get something to go on.”
She shakes her head. “No, nothing like that. I don’t know, Mikey. Something’s out there. I just know it.”
“Yeah. Might have a chance to prove that soon. Been getting chatter down the pipe from Tommy. He doesn’t believe in it, but word is the colonel’s thinking about sending us out soon to investigate. Any chance your refugees can map us back to the spot?”
“I’m pretty sure. They said it was south of here.”
“Toward the Tank’s territory.” Can’t help shaking my head at that. “That’s new. All the old reports were from further north. This thing’s on the move, and I don’t like it.”
“Do you think I like always having to bandage up people who come screaming to us about monsters? Between the Tank and this thing, the whole Deadlands are going crazy. Mike, one year ago, we thought we had a chance to really make a difference on the mainland. Now?”
“Hey, I’m with you,” I tell her as I reach her way. She tucks into me, and all I can do is stare out onto the lake and hold on. “I want to be there for that. Want to help clean the city out. We got to take care of these things first though. This monster, and the Tank.”
“Just be careful out there. Even if this monster didn’t exist, the Creep’s bad enough.” She laughs, and I’m just glad she sounds a little happier. “I guess I really don’t have to tell you that, though.”
“Nah. Tower living will help you see enough Creep for a lifetime. I’m ready to get rid of it and just help out around Central.”
“Yeah? You wouldn’t want to go back to your home?”
“Well, I’d have to. Got things to take care of back there. Doesn’t mean I wouldn’t want to come back here though. Maybe bring my parents back with me. That’d be something. They’ve never seen anything like this. I know I couldn’t have imagined anything like Central.”
Still, the whole time we’re standing there, waiting for Mandy to meet up with us, I just can’t shake that feeling. The one I hate getting. The psychic one, and the whole reason I was made a Scavenger. I can feel that trigger in my chest telling me something’s coming. Something dangerous. Maybe it’s the monster. Maybe it’s the Tank. Maybe it’s both. Don’t know. What I do know is I’ve got to protect Central. Got to protect Cynthia and Mandy. I mean, this is my second home. Course I’m going to fight for it.




Tommy’s Recording 03
The city garrison’s not the most comfortable place around, but it’s great for holding meetings. When I sit down at the table, it’s good to see Dodger and Mike. Just the three of us, like old times. We see each other all the time during training, but it’s just different to sit down and actually talk with them. Even though we all live in the same apartment building, we’ve gotten so domestic over the last year that we’ve made a bad habit of staying indoors too much sometimes. Anyway, it’s nice to have Mike there with us. “Mikey,” I greet him as I’m pulling up to the table. “You’re so busy all the time between drills and spending time with Cynthia and Amanda. I’m happy for you, don’t get me wrong. Just cut me and Dodger a little time once in a while, why don’t you?”
He smiles, and I’m into it. That’s become a sight that’s a lot more common since we got out of the Tower. “Man. Still trying to figure out how to put together this home life and work life. Never thought I’d be doing anything but scraping food off the roof of the Tower.”
“Well, we’ll all be scraping food one day, I hope.”
“You still hoping there’ll be a day when we can all just retire and become farmers?”
“Maybe not farmers, but something else but soldiers would be nice. Why? Aren’t we all fighting for the same thing?”
“You know it. Until Tower’s End.”
“Until Tower’s End,” I agree as I look over at Dodger. “Sorry for calling in you in at the last minute.”
“Because we won’t be seeing each other back at the apartment later,” she says with a roll of her eyes. “What’s going on, Tommy? You’ve got me all in suspense now.”
“Believe me, if I’d known earlier, I would’ve called you two in earlier. I know it’s late and nobody likes rolling into the garrison after dark.”
“Yeah, about that. Why didn’t we just get together in the Green Zone or something? Was it really that important that we had to meet here?”
“Honestly?” I lean forward. “It is. I didn’t want to talk about it anywhere that wasn’t secured. Well, I couldn’t have talked about it anywhere that wasn’t secured, not if I wanted to stick to regulations”
Mike suddenly looks serious. “Hey, man. What’s going on?”
“It’s pretty simple, actually. I got word from the Colonel Martin that he wants to send a team out into the Deadlands. Now, we can’t roll out too many people. Everyone here knows how dangerous it is to head onto the mainland with a big crew. The Creep starts acting up, and this is supposed to be a low-key operation.”
“This has something to do with the Tank, doesn’t it?”
“That and this monster we keep getting reports about. We know it’s moved south, so the War Council thought this would be a good time to look into both issues at the same time.” I hold my hands out before they can start protesting. “Look, I know this is a gamble. We’ll be cutting close to raider territory at the same time that we’re looking for whatever it is out there that’s terrorizing people. Bigger names than me want this looked into though. They want to know what we’re up against.”
“Intelligence mission, you mean.” Mike nods, and I can see his eyes darting back and forth, like he’s thinking up something. “I’ve been getting those feelings, Tommy. You know the ones. Premonitions.”
“Those psychic powers of yours acting up?”
“Yeah. Started happening the other day, when I was out with Cynthia. Had the pain in my chest. Feeling like I was going lightheaded. Something’s coming. Now, I don’t know what it is or when it’s happening, but something’s about to go down.”
“Well, all the more reason to find out what we’re up against.”
He shakes his head. “Okay, yeah. So, what’s the details? What do you need from us?”
That forces a smile out of me. “You know exactly what I need from you two. It’s the same thing I’ve needed from you ever since we had to leave Commander Abbott behind, back when we split off on our own to come down the Tower. I need your help. Look, I didn’t just talk to Colonel Martin about this. President Branagh came to me himself to let me know I had free reign in choosing my team. We’re going out there with less than fifty men split across three teams. I’m in charge of the whole operation, but I’m going to need my best lieutenants to hold down at least two of the teams.”
I hear Dodger laugh, because of course she does. “You know why they’re picking us to go out there, right? It’s not just because we’ve got experience dealing with the Creep. You know Martin doesn’t give a crap about whether we come back or not.”
“Oh, I know. Thing is though, Dodger, we actually do have what it takes to get this done. You know it and I know it. We survived out there on own when we were wandering. We brought survivors back to Central Freedom. I mean, come on. There’s nobody else on the entire island who’s ever fought anything like Judge.”
“I mean, everything you’re saying is true. I just want to point out that we’re on the list of people the colonel doesn’t mind throwing out there into the Deadlands.”
“We all know that. But, if it makes you feel any better, I don’t think the president feels that way.”
I see her eyes rocket upward in her head. “Well, good thing about that, right? I’m glad Branagh’s got a soft spot in his heart. I guess he likes us so much he’s willing to let us march out there to die.”
“Hey, nobody’s forcing you to go, alright? If you want out, then tell me right now and I’ll pick another L-T.”
The thing about dating somebody you work with is that if you get into an argument, that argument doesn’t stay at work. Same thing applies when you say something stupid. So, when I see her eyes widen, like she can’t believe what I just said, I get this sick feeling in my gut when she looks off and says, “Wow.” It’s all she says, but the instant she says it, I know I’m in trouble. “Wow, wow, wow. Tommy, you can’t ask us here, drop all this on us, and not at least let me vent a little about it.”
“I . . . Look, you’re right.”
“That’s pretty shady, Tommy.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Real shady.”
“I wasn’t . . . I’m not trying to—”
The cough from the other side of the table reminds me that Mike’s still listening. “Hey, you two. Don’t mind if you guys want to get into your arguments later on. Not sure this is the time that calls for it, though.”
Dodger raises her hands, like she’s surrendering or something. “You’re right. You’re right. I guess I must not have known what I was thinking.”
“Dodger,” he continues, “I didn’t mean that. I’m with you. All of us know the colonel doesn’t care what we bring to the table. Guy never liked us. He’s got more experience working in Central and around the city, but he’s never known what it’s like being in a place like the Tower. We threaten him. Only reason why he doesn’t care about handing this mission off to us.”
“See, that’s all I was trying to say. Is that so hard? I’m not going crazy over here.”
“Nah. You’re right. Thing is, Tommy’s right too. Branagh likes us, and we’ve got more experience dealing with Creepers than most people. Plus, since we joined up with Central, we’ve learned how the raiders like to work. We’re the right people for the job.”
She takes a deep breath and lays both arms out on the table, her eyes just hanging low. “I know that. I wasn’t ever going to turn down the mission.” Her eyes turn to me. “Sometimes, people just need to say what they’re feeling.”
I nod. “Yeah. Yeah, you’re right. I should’ve given you that space. That’s my screw up. And the truth is, we’ve needed to get that concern on the table, anyway. I think we’ve all known for a while that Martin wouldn’t care if we left the city tomorrow. The president trusts us though. But still, that’s not why I want us heading out there. I really believe we’ve got to protect this place. I still believe that, one day, we’re going to find an answer to the Creep. When that happens, we’re going to need the food from the Green Zone. I mean, we’re going to need to feed everyone from the Tower. That’s what we all want, right? To get our families out here?”
“You know that’s what I want. Listen, I know what we have to do, okay? Like I said, I wasn’t ever going to say no.”
“I promise I’ll give you more space to vent next time. Hey, I’m only leading here because I have to. I’m going to make mistakes sometimes. I’m fine admitting that.”
“Why do you think I keep talking to you?” She pauses, takes a deep breath, and smiles. “Sorry. I kind of knew this was coming. Mike, I don’t have your weird sixth sense or whatever, but I didn’t need it to realize we’d have to go find the Tank eventually.”
“You always were the smart one in the group,” he says as he smiles back at her. After a second, he looks over at me. “So, three teams, you said?”
“Right,” I agree. “Each of us with a section, so all of us will have about fourteen militia members with us. We’ll spread out and cover a lot of ground before we met up at the last place the monster was spotted. I’ll give you more details later, but along the way, you’ll want to do whatever scouting you can. Check buildings, get on the roofs, just find whatever signs you can of raiders. If we can find anyone living out there that knows about the Tank, that’d be even better. What we need right now is information.”
“When do we leave then?”
“Well, the colonel still needs to talk things out with the council. I’d say a week at most. It’d probably be best if you guys started picking out some people that you trust. When we do roll out, it’s going to be at night. Last thing we want the raiders seeing is a lot of us moving out during the day. We’ll spread out to different positions along the river and move inward from there. Once we’re under the cover of the city, we can start moving during the day.”
Dodger nods at me. “I’ll start looking at a few people to bring along. My homegirls, if you will.”
That makes me chuckle. “Great. Well, that’s going to be it for today. Like I said, I’ll fill you in once I know more.” I look over at Mike. “Say hello to Cynthia for us?”
“Yeah,” he agrees. “We’ll do dinner sometime. Sometime before we leave.”
“You bet.”




Watson’s Recording 01
I’ve been notified by both the Advisory Council and the War Council to start preparing some of the repulsion poles that keep the Creep at a distance. Well, it’s a good thing for them that I have been tirelessly working at manufacturing more over the last few months. In-between upgrading Central Freedom’s defenses, of course. The entire island is strategically lined with various types of defense systems, some for use against humans, others for use against the Creep. The bridges are where the majority of the island’s gun emplacements are located. Though, of all the defenses, it is undoubtedly the repulsion field projected over the entire island that serves it best. The city invests more than a half of the energy it generates from its Pocket Space generators toward creating the singularly largest repulsion field ever devised of by mankind. Of course, of all places, Central is uniquely positioned to be able to create such a field. The ancient broadcast towers that once decorated the city’s skyline were converted from their original purpose to project the repulsion field, and I know of few other places in the Deadlands that could accomplish a similar feat.
Still, the designs are patchwork, inferior things, at least in comparison to the far more elegant designs that would be found in Apeiron technology. The conversion of the city’s many broadcast towers was the product of Carthaginian design. Carthage was never the scientific leviathan that Apeiron was and could never match it in technological production. The same cannot be said for weapons. Oh, yes. Carthage was quite skilled at producing weapons. They devised some of the deadliest handheld weaponry in the world, and their gun batteries were, similarly, quite impressive. It was impossible for them to build the batteries prior to the Towers sealing off, obviously. Carthage had to have installed them only after the city government fell apart, once it began to take in survivors, beginning in the Green Zone. Although I can’t say for certain, I imagine that neither Carthage nor Apeiron ever quite expected the world to simply fall apart the way it did. The Creep does have its ways of ruining the best laid of plans.
When we first arrived here, I was, quite honestly, horrified at the state of disrepair the defenses were in. From everything I’ve been able to ascertain, the, ah, current residents possess only a modest ability to repair their technology. The original influx of engineers from both Carthage and Apeiron, those who first made the Green Zone their home, spent significant effort creating the weapons and devices that Central still uses to this day. Unfortunately, time holds little respect for even the most expertly engineered of devices. Upon my arrival, I made repairs to these defensive systems my utmost concern. From the evidence that I have gathered, I’d hypothesize that, hm, the residents of Central Freedom have only survived by continuously scavenging the surrounding Deadlands.
Five centuries. Can you imagine? Five hundred years of having to constantly find new equipment to replace the old. Still, if the Carthaginian technology managed to survive as well as it did, you can imagine that the Apeiron technology in place managed to do far better. If Central ever managed to generate enough power, you could restore lighting and heating to every inch of the island. It would be as if the city had never shut down. As it stands, the city can currently be described as some horrendous chimera, bred from the infusion of Carthaginian technology into the existing Apeiron infrastructure. With the inelegant designs Carthage put into place to generate the city-wide repulsion field, a majority of the city’s power is focused on keeping that field up, leaving large portions of the city in the dark.
To their credit, Central Freedom has at least prioritized their gardens. If there is one area on the entire island where I might possibly entertain the idea that they’ve been innovative, it would be in the Green Zone. It would seem that in the aftermath of the Following Fall, the original group of Carthaginian engineers laid the groundwork for establishing the underground gardens that exist today. Those engineers were practical, of course. They first established farms in the zone, knowing the construction of underground food facilities would take them decades. I’d, ah, guess that for many of them, the underground gardens weren’t completed until long after their deaths. However, it is those gardens that continue to make the city the source of food production not only for its own people, but the colonies throughout the Deadlands.
Now, as to my efforts regarding the defense network. The gun batteries along the bridges are designed to destroy heavily armored vehicles or large groups, indicating to me that the island had its share of trouble securing itself at first. I believe my hypothesis to be correct based on an inventory I took of the coastline. There were once, hm, multiple bridges that connected this island to the surrounding lands. Currently, there are only four of those bridges left intact. As I am told, there were also once underground tunnels connected to Central Freedom that have essentially been blocked off due to the concentration of Creep there. Those were certainly not the only routes cut off. You can, hm, you can see the destroyed bridges. They remain standing today, though they’ve been collapsed halfway across. Given the resilience of the remaining bridges to the rigors of time, I presume that explosives were purposely used to keep the Creep at bay. The four bridges that Central currently commands are relatively easy to defend, so long as the defensive batteries remain in place.
It is interesting to note that the city maintains defenses meant to protect against aerial assaults as well. It’s a, ah, an interesting tidbit, to say the least. This means they have witnessed air attacks at some point in their history. Now, it is true that they have aircraft here, but they’re not much more than short distance transportation meant to carry people around the Deadlands from time to time. They use them in emergencies or for scouting purposes, but they don’t have much in the way of attack craft. I have heard the stories about airborne Creepers, of course, but have yet to see any of them myself. That is, I presume, why there are members of the militia who are trained to man the air defenses. Still, I would like to flying Creepers. There mere idea is . . . fascinating. Extraordinarily fascinating. The Creep must have created them in response to some aerial threat it faced itself. I don’t remember having any discussions about such creatures in my centuries of life, though I also must remind myself that there is so much I’ve forgotten after five hundred years. It seems the mind cannot endure even when the body does, to my great chagrin.
Ah, but, there goes the time. They want updates regarding the status of the repulsion poles. It is almost comical to think that they wanted such a high number produced in such a short time, but it is equally comical to think that they didn’t consider I’d already been manufacturing them for months. I may not be what I once was, but I still understand the importance of making preparations. In a world such as ours, preparation is vitally necessary. It is the only thing that separates us from being consumed in the Creep. 




Tommy’s Recording 04
When I see what Cynthia’s made for dinner, I feel pretty bad for having tried to make anything for Dodger. Obviously, I’m going to keep trying, but Cynthia’s cooking puts mine to shame. That’s what happens when you’ve spent a lifetime in the Deadlands, I guess. You learn to be creative with whatever you find. I can tell she enjoys cooking, too. The second we’re at the table, she waits until we’ve all taken a bite before she eats anything off her plate. She likes to see how we react. I’m swallowing what I think’s carrots between bell peppers and zucchini when I tell her through a full mouth, “Whatever spices you used are amazing.”
Dodger looks my way with that grin of hers, the one she uses anytime she’s joking about my food. “It is amazing, isn’t it, Tommy? And the seasoning is so perfect!”
“Thanks, Dodger.”
Cynthia barely holds back a laugh. “I guess you had problems last time you made dinner.”
“I . . . might . . . have used too much seasoning.”
“I told you, Tommy, you’ve got to go light. You want to give people just a hint of something, not smack them over the head with it. When you cook, you’ve got to balance everything so it works together.”
“I can see that. Kind of like running a fire team.”
“Well, if we must frame everything like a military drill, then yes. Like a fire team.”
That’s when I see Mike finishing up his plate. The guy decides to wrap up his dinner before saying a word. “I’ve thought about this before. You can have a lot of good parts, but too much of one thing ruins everything.”
Cynthia nods. “Like the seasoning.”
“Funny you say that. Sometimes I feel like the Scavengers were more disciplined that the militia out here. Almost like nobody knows how to manage personalities.”
“If what I heard from the older colonists is true, then that’s because things changed a lot after Fort Silence broke off from Central. I feel like sometimes the militia leaders play favorites.”
That catches my attention. “Yeah, I don’t think you’ll find anyone here that disagrees.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Besides of the fact that we see it happen all the time?” I have to cover my mouth with a towel so I don’t laugh my food out onto the table. “Our old commander, Commander Abbott, would have hated the way some of the generals on the War Council play favorites, promoting people just because they won’t question the Council’s orders.”
I can see her focusing, like she’s trying to remember something. “Abbott. Abbott. I feel like I’ve heard you mention him.”
“Probably. He had a big influence on all of us.”
“He trained you?”
“Yeah. Abbott got us halfway down the Tower before he had to turn around. After that it was up to . . .” Just as I’m about to say it, I can feel my throat closing up and this pressure filling my chest, to the point that I can barely get the last few words out. “Up to Jackie.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I see Dodger starting to reach out to me. “Tommy. You okay?”
“Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine. I guess I didn’t expect to just choke up like that.”
From her side of the table, I watch Cynthia put her fork down and set her towel in her lap. “It’s funny because all of you have mentioned her, but none of you ever talk a lot about her. Not even Mike, and I know that . . . Well, that they were interested in each other.”
Mike smiles. “Yeah. Best way to describe it. We met at the wrong ages and kept missing each other after that.” His smile doesn’t last long before he looks over at me. “Why don’t we . . . Why don’t we talk about her more, Tommy? We ever done it since we came to Central?”
“No. Not . . . Not seriously, anyway. I mean, it’s tough.” Even as I’m trying to bring it up, I can feel myself breathing hard, like I’m running a marathon. It takes me a second before I’m able to look Cynthia in the eyes. “Jackie . . . Jackie was special. To all of us. She was at least as smart as Dodger and definitely the best fighter out of all of us. You know how they promoted me so fast once I got here?”
“How couldn’t I? I think you set a record.”
“Well, Jackie would’ve been on the War Council by now, the way she fought. I think she saved our lives more times than I can count. I mean, we’ve all got stories.”
Dodger laughs. “Dozens of them’s more like it. You remember when she kept me from getting swallowed alive by what was literally a living wall of Creep?”
Cynthia’s eyes light up at the mention of it. “What are you talking about?”
“Oh, just your average people eating wall,” she says. “I joke, but that’s literally what it was. A wall of Creep opened up next to us and almost ate me alive. It dragged me by a tendril, and I was about five seconds from getting chomped when Jackie sliced it in half.”
“Oh, wow. That’s . . . that’s pretty amazing.”
Mike taps the table. “Don’t forget, she’s the one that kept me from going crazy down there. When you all rescued me from that insane scientist, David Marshall, she kept me from losing my mind.” He waves a finger near his temple. “Psychic link, or whatever it was, almost made me lose my mind. Commander Abbott took half a grenade to the chest, and Jackie wasn’t much better. She took a bullet to the chest for the commander, then walked up a flight of stairs to talk to me. If she hadn’t calmed me down, I’d have brought the Tower crashing down on everyone.”
“I remember you mentioning that. You told me she saved your life from that crazy man. You didn’t tell me she’d taken a bullet right before that.”
“Betrayed by another Scavenger. Pretty sad.”
It’s my turn to interrupt. “Let’s not forget the fact that she beat down what was practically an immortal, Creep infested superhuman. If that’s not amazing . . .”
Cynthia shakes her head. “No, you’re right. It is amazing. All of you always say how incredible she was, but you never say why. I guess I understand now.”
“No.” I feel my eyes sink to the table. “All of us owe her our lives, but that’s not why she was amazing. She was amazing because she was always there for us. Even when it was tearing her apart, she was always trying to put us first. Just one example? She always took time out to talk to Dodger about tech stuff and computers, the kind of things that keep Dodger going.”
I see Dodger cross her arms. “That is very true, not gonna lie. It was always nice to have another girl around to talk to about science stuff. She was more into biology, but the girl was smart. Of course, her parents were scientists, so that totally makes sense.”
“Exactly. And with Mike . . .” I look over at him. It’s a sensitive topic, and I wait for a second while he gathers himself. He clears his throat as he leans into the table and folds his hands.
“Yeah,” he begins. “Yeah. After we left Commander Abbott, started heading deeper . . . I don’t know, you know? Just, started losing it. Kind of because of what I’d seen, and kind of because of what my connection to the Creep was doing to me. She was . . . she was always taking time out for me. At my worst, when I didn’t even think I . . . had a reason to be around. Didn’t know why I should keep going.”
I can see Cynthia’s brow tightening up as she leans halfway across the table. Her hands are already wrapping around his wrist. “What do you mean, Mikey? You didn’t know why to keep going? You mean, with the team?” He doesn’t say anything for a second, and I can’t help but see her fingers tighten. “Or, are you talking about something else? Something worse?”
“Don’t know, babe,” he says as he wipes a hand down his face. “Got to understand, that connection to the Creep was really messing with my head. It was keeping me from ever really getting over what happened to my old team. I guess I was just depressed all the time. Didn’t know what I had to offer anyone. Jackie, she . . . Jackie was carrying her own problems, but never put them on me. She kept me going when, I mean, if she hadn’t . . . I might not be here right now.”
“Mikey. You don’t still feel that way, do you?”
Mike’s eyes spring alive as he looks over at her, his hand closing on hers. “No way. Like I said, Jackie really helped me out. Showed me I got to have something to fight for. I do. You know I do. This place. Mandy. You. I’m happy out here.”
“Okay. Okay, just . . . If you ever do feel like that . . .”
“Hey. You hear everything I worry about. Promise I’m not close to the way I used to be.”
I slide a hand forward, trying to get Cynthia’s attention. “Once Mike’s connection to the Creep wore off, he was a lot better. Honestly though, Jackie really helped him before that. She helped me, too. She was always putting everyone else ahead of her. That’s, I think, the biggest thing that I’ll take away from knowing her. It wasn’t that she was a great fighter or knew how to plan ahead. I mean, she could do both of those things. But, what really made Jackie stand out was how she was always making sure we were okay. To a fault. I mean, I had to sit her down one time and almost beg her to open up to us a little more. She set the example though. You can ask Mike or Dodger, and they’ll both tell you that I try to lead the way I think she would.”
It takes Cynthia a second to say anything. She smiles at Mike and nods before pulling his hands into her lap. “She sounds like she was an amazing fighter, but not the kind of leader some of the officers around here are.”
“No. Not even close,” I say with a shake of my head. “If you want to know the real reason I’m not big on the Advisory Council’s push to link back up with Fort Silence, it’s because of Jackie and what living in the Tower was like. We come from a place where asking questions could get your brain washed and everything was ruled by the military. It was just constant martial law, even when you couldn’t see any guards around. We were always monitored, almost around the clock. All of us hated that, but Jackie’s the one who did something about it. She nearly got herself brainwashed in the process, but she was constantly sneaking around the Tower and looking for answers. When people talk about Supreme General Suliman and the way things operate up at the Fort, it sounds way too close to the place we left behind. Jackie would hate it if Central ever agreed to operate like a dictatorship.”
“I get it. I mean, why else would you be so fond of her. I even get why you wouldn’t like Yousef Suliman. This Jackie girl must have been very special. It sounds like she left a big impression on you.”
“Yeah. I mean .  . .” I feel my throat tighten up again as I’m about to say it, and even the corners of my eyes start burning. Dodger’s hand is suddenly on my knee, and I can feel her other hand on my shoulder. “She died for us, you know?” I’m finally able to say it, and when I do, I have to seriously work to hold back the tears. “We don’t talk about it much because it was . . . I’d never seen someone die in front of me like that, and then . . . then it was her. In my arms. I had to . . . had to clean the blood out of my clothes . . .”
“Tommy.” Cynthia’s voice catches me, and I realize there’s a door clicking shut down the hall. My sleeves wipe at my eyes just in time for me to hear Mandy’s feet stomping down the hall. I’ve barely got my head turned back when she explodes into the room, her eyes finding the food and shooting open. She looks like a starved person as she grabs at a plate.
“I guess it’s too hard for anyone to wait for me to get here before everyone starts eating,” she complains as her hands grab at ladles and spoons, her plate piling up with food faster than you might think’s possible. Her plates crashing down on the table as she swings into the chair, her eyes glowing as she looks at her meal. They’re like these two brown pools looking out from between the short curtains of hair that frame her face. “Oh, hi everyone, by the way,” she says as  grabs at her fork.
“Hey there, short stack.” I can’t help but laugh as she starts digging into her food. “How was school?”
“You know it was awful. I always tell you it was awful,” she says without pausing for even a second from eating. “I couldn’t wait to get out. But then I was betrayed by my family, who all started eating without me. I guess that’s life in the Deadlands.”
Cynthia reaches to her side and wraps Mandy up in a side hug. “Mijita mi vida,” she says as she squeezes her sister. “You always find something to complain about something. You should like school.”
“Why? So I can keep learning how to plant potatoes?”
“You don’t have to be a farmer.”
“But all they say in school is that the most important job to do is grow food for everyone.”
I can’t help but interrupt. “Now, Mandy. You’ve got a long time to figure out what you want to be, but there’s nothing wrong with farming. How else do you think your sister put together your dinner?”
“She summoned it with magic. Or Pocket Space.” She rolls her eyes at Cynthia, who’s giving her a scowl. “I’m obviously kidding. Thank you for dinner.”
“It’s about time you said thank you.”
Mandy ignores her as she takes another bite from her plate. “So, what was everyone talking about?”
Mike fakes a punch to her arm. “Old friends. You know, just like the ones you have at school.”
“Oh, I was supposed to ask if I could stay over at Angie’s house tomorrow?”
By that time, the conversation’s completely off the rails. I don’t know. It’s probably for the best. Nothing good ever comes from just sitting in your own depression. Mike’s suddenly looking lively, and Mandy’s talking nonstop about how terrible her classes were. Cynthia’s got her arm around her sister, and just seeing the three of them over there, loving on each other . . . Well, does life really get better than that?
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Dodger’s Recording 03
Leaving Central Freedom sort of feels like traveling to another world. Because the city’s on an island, you have to take a bridge. Freedom Bridge, because we don’t have much imagination when it comes to naming things around here. It’s the newest bridge out of all of them. At least, as far as I can tell. The others were built a long time before the August War, which is easy to tell from all the brickwork and suspension cables. Freedom Bridge is different. It’s almost all steel and support columns. No cables like the other bridges. Even when you get out of Central, you’re still not on the mainland. There’s actually another island there. Second Freedom.
See what I said about us not having much of an imagination?
Second Freedom’s where the first colonies were created. As time went on, most of the island was reclaimed. Between Central and Second, there’s hundreds of thousands of people living in the area. Second’s not nearly as safe as Central though, mostly because it doesn’t have a repulsion field covering the city. That leaves it more open to attacks from the Creep, plus it’s also closer to the mainland, which means raiders are more of a threat. Still, Central tries to provide as much protection as possible for its colonies, mostly by keeping the militia deployed most of the year. That leaves Central pretty open to attack itself, but again  . . . it’s an island. It’s pretty easy to defend. The gun emplacements and bunkers on our side of the bridges can protect the city from most invaders.
Second’s got some pretty big guns on their bridges too, so at least it has that going for it. It’s really not the raiders you have worry about as much as the Creep. Although most of the island’s secured, there are still stretches in the middle where the Creep pops up now and then. It’s spontaneous, but when it happens, it hit like a smack to the face. A lot of people think there’s probably some massive Pocket Space engine sitting out there that hasn’t been secured. So, every now and then, Second sends out burn teams. We’re talking about these huge, hulking suits of power armor loaded up with flame throwers on their wrists. It’s cool to watch. It also makes me wish we had more power armor. It’d make our jobs a lot safer, but whatever Apeiron and Carthage did with the armor, there’s not much of it around anymore At least, not that we can find.
So, that’s Second in a nutshell. It’s still daytime by the time we park, and it doesn’t take long to get settled in for the night at one of the local garrisons. Almost the second we come to a stop, the back doors of the transport are opening up and Tommy’s there, waving everyone out. Mike’s already with him, and I try and not to keep them waiting. We’re supposed to be the leaders here, but I can tell some of the younger guys on the team don’t trust us. It’s been almost a year since we first came to Central, but a lot of the militia still thinks of us as outsiders. Not all of them, but just enough to make me uncomfortable.
Anyway, I’m standing by Tommy almost the second I get the chance, and he’s already got his tablet and looking my way. “Lieutenant Anne?”
“Captain.” It’s weird going by titles, but the militia’s a real stickler for going by the book. Which is funny, considering how few of the senior officers actually play it that way themselves. “Everything okay so far?”
“So far, so good. You’ll want to run your guys through a gear check real quick, just to make sure nothing got left behind. If there’s anything you need, let me know and I’ll run it by the local garrison.”
The city garrisons are the heart of Central and Second’s defense plans. They keep a supply of weapons, vehicles, and men on alert watch at all times. Fortunately, they also have lots of little amenities that make life easier. Need a nap? There’s beds. Think you’ll need a little extra firepower? Check with the sergeant at arms. 
Think you . . . think you need a little something to take the edge off after coming back from the Deadlands? Every garrison’s got a bar on the premises. Just, don’t be irresponsible. You don’t want to end up tossed in a cell until you dry out. Things are pretty stressful protecting against the Creep, so the only rule on drinking is don’t get so drunk that you start fights or can’t shoot straight if the Creep invades.
Anyway, I do like Tommy says and run the guys through a check of their gear. It’s better than what we pack in the Tower, that’s for sure. Back then, we had to scrap together old military and police gear to survive when we were Scavengers. Central’s got it way better. They’ve got old Carthaginian and Apeiron gear that they’ve found as they’ve explored more of the Deadlands. The gear we roll with when we’re in the Deadlands is pretty sweet. Body armor, helmets, and guns are standard. I’m personally more of a fan of the visors on the helmet, which help keep you from going blind when concretes being chewed up by bullets. The visors also filter light, so they can protect your vision from bright lights, like from explosions. The night vision’s pretty cool, too. The only thing our armor doesn’t really protect against are energy weapons, but those are so rare that it’s not a huge deal. The guns most people pack are bullet based, because you can make more bullets. It’s a lot harder to make the energy cells that energy weapons need.
After the gear checks are over, everyone enjoys a little downtime. Everyone on the team’s been past the bridges before. No Deadland rookies in our sections. Which doesn’t mean we think things will go smoothly once we’re on the mainland. What happens past the bridges isn’t something you can control though, so the teams try and take it easy. Some of them hang out at the bar. Not that they’re drinking. That would be a huge problem if they were doing that right before a mission. No, most of them sit around, playing a few rounds of cards, grabbing food, or talking to some old friends who live out in the colonies. A few of the guys bed down for a while. It’s just time to burn until things get dark and we have to cross Deadman’s Bridge to the mainland. The idea of waiting until dark’s that maybe we can avoid raiders spotting us on the move. That’s the whole point behind leaving the transports behind, too.
It doesn’t take too long for night to fall, and once it does, we’re out of the garrison and on our way. Deadman’s Bridge, like most of the bridges around Central, actually has a walkway underneath it. I’m guessing that, whenever the world was normal, it made a nice view of the bay. These days, we use the walkway whenever we’re crossing into the Deadlands but need to stay, you know, discreet.
Once we’re under the bridge and walking, things stay pretty quiet. It’s a little intimidating, actually, to be walking across when the skies are pitch black. The clouds over the city don’t break too often, so at night, things go absolutely dark. When you’re in the Deadlands, you have to make a choice. Do you use your night vision? Because, if you do, you’re going to eat up the battery really fast. That’s why night vision’s only allowed when a fight breaks out, or when we really need to sneak somewhere quiet. So, we use flashlights instead. Except, we don’t use them under the bridge. Why?
For the same reason we leave after dark. So the raiders don’t see any signs of us coming. It’s basically impossible to tell when they might be watching from one of the towers on the other side of the bay. So, there we are, under the bridge, the walkway shaking every time a strong wind decides to blow through. You can barely see anything five feet in front of you, so you just have to hope you don’t go running into the person you’re following. Every once in a while, I take a peek over the railing and back toward the island. It’s a little comforting to see the lights from the colonies still shining. What’s really nice to see is Central. The Green Zone gives off this really bright, green aura that lights up the sky. The lights from Central and the colonies around it are at least bright enough that we can just see the walkway underneath us. Otherwise, it’d feel like we were about to just plunge straight into the water.
Not that I’m expecting anything to happen, but it’s nice to come across on the other side without any trouble. The walkway breaks away from the bridge above us and starts plunging toward the ground, and soon we’re picking up the pace. We hit the ground running, with Tommy leading the way. He signals to Mike, who takes his team in a sprint toward the nearest building. There’s about three city blocks of almost empty space and no cover, and the worst place in the world to get into a shootout is when you’re out in the open and the enemy has the high ground. Once Mike gets his people settled under cover, we hear his voice break through our earpieces. “Clear.”
Tommy sends me and my team first, then follows after we’ve settled in behind a building. Once we’re all behind cover, that’s when everything really starts to change, when you start to remember that the world in the Deadlands is way different from whatever we’re living like in Central. It immediately takes me back to the Tower. Even though there’s only just enough light to see, you can still make out the Creep hanging out of windows or growing out of doors. Some of it’s in the street, so it makes this really disgusting layer along the ground. Not that I’m not used to it, considering everything I went through in the Tower.
The whole plan for the first day is to just find a place to sleep, then leave in the morning. The raiders have a pretty good view of the bridge from about a hundred angles, but it’s actually pretty easy to move in the city without getting noticed. We’re talking about a city that sprawls out for 200 miles in all directions. So, the first thing we do is find the smallest building we can and sweep it to make sure there’s not a big Creep infestation. The truth is that, as long as the room’s even a little clear of the infection, we can set down the repulsion poles. We got used to doing this when we were traveling with the doctor, and the second the poles activate, you just see all the Creep around it go withering away. Man, I wish I knew how that worked. I should ask the doc about that sometime. Anyway, after we’ve got a space to sleep in, Tommy activates a Baby Boy to make sure nobody sneaks up on us. After that, it’s bedtime.




Tommy’s Recording 05
Just a little after dawn, Mike takes his people west and Dodger takes hers south. The whole point of the operation’s to cover as much ground as possible while still staying close enough to support each other. This whole area’s been mapped before, and we can see that information on our tablets or through the visors in our headgear. Long story short, it keeps us organized and able to navigate the city without too much trouble. Once you’re inside the city itself, the buildings and towers act like cover. Even if someone does spot you, there are so many alleys and side streets, it’s easy to lose anyone that’s tailing you.
Only problem that first day’s that we don’t really find much. We eventually make our way to the abandoned colony though, which is pretty depressing to see. The place is a string of buildings across two city blocks. Not much, but it was a great foothold in that part of the Deadlands, a place that we call Perth. Not sure if that’s based on the name it had centuries ago or not. Anyway, I call a break to the search and have everyone settle into one of the buildings for meals.
The spot I pick’s a pretty standard location for patrols in the area, a place we’ve patrolled before, when the colony was still active. Michael Patel, a sergeant on my team, shrugs as we walk up to the building. “Déjà vu.”
“I hear ya.”
“I appreciate the history of the place at least.”
The building’s an old one, dating back from before all the massive towers and skyscrapers that sprung up around it. According to the metal plaque outside the building, it dates all the way back to the 1700s. Once upon a time, it was called the Proprietary House. A lot more recently, it was called Neddy’s Roost. Then, finally, it became the government building for Proprietary Colony, which Central had just established a few years before.
The guys hit the chairs inside, and I pass out meal bars while I wander off into the house. Patel sticks with me as I tour the place, looking for signs of what happened. People didn’t really live in the Roost, which doesn’t prevent me from finding a body inside. It’s sprawled out on the ground and sprouting Creep all over its skin. Patel covers his nose as we step inside, and I just cringe as I turn away. “Let’s get that thing cleaned up before we move out of here.”
“I’m curious,” he says from behind his hand. “What do you think killed him?”
“Bullets, probably. Raiders love their guns.” I take him back outside the room, my eyes staring at the walls as we go. Nothing’s steel here. The outside’s all brick and mortar, and the inside’s all wood. “Can’t believe Central went through all the trouble replacing the surfaces in here just to have raiders make a mess of the place.”
“Neddy’s not going to like this.”
“Yeah, well, Neddy’s been dead for more than a few years. I think so, anyway.”
“He has. He died years before you guys came to Central.”
“Interesting guy, from everything I’ve read about him.”
“Former raider warlord turned to supply depot manager. This part of the Deadlands got pretty peaceful once he put he started using his army to push back the Creep.”
“And other raiders.”
“And other raiders.”
“Ned’s Army, one of the biggest traitors the raiders ever had,” I chuckle. “But we both know that’s not the whole story. All the stories talk good about him. For as long as he was in charge around here, old Ned did his best to bring both sides together. Just because he had a change of heart about being a raider doesn’t mean he didn’t care about the people living out here.”
“There aren’t many people who think both Central and the raiders should get to exist.”
“Yeah, well, Neddy did. Except to him, most of the people out here weren’t raiders. They were just people, trying to get by. Some of them did awful things trying to survive. Hell, Neddy was one of them, for a long time. Then he has a change of heart and tries something new. Makes this a place where anyone, raider or not, can make a home outside of Central without having to resort to violence. That takes some guts in a place like the Deadlands.”
“I’ve always wondered why he left the Roost to Central one he was about to die.”
“Well, he did become very close with the city over the years. He was one of the most important allies Central had. The supply depot made it faster and easier to get provisions out to the colonies.”
“I guess he must have realized just how important the Roost was. I can’t imagine any other reason that he’d leave the entire thing to Central.”
“He didn’t want to put the people in the Deadlands at risk. He’d changed from when he was younger. And wasn’t he supposed to be one of the best fighters in the Deadlands?”
Patel doesn’t smile, not often, but I do see a little smirk on his lips when I mention it. “Neddy could shoot ten men dead before anyone could draw their guns. That’s what the stories say, at least.”
I give one last look around the area, noticing for the first time the banner hanging from the wall. It’s all in red, with a Neddy’s signature bear head crest emblazoned in gold on the front. “They called him the golden bear. You have to be a pretty good fighter to get a nickname like that. Honestly, we could use someone like him these days. Willing to give peace a chance but willing to fight like a beast for what he believes in. Apparently, his son won’t have anything to do with Central. I’m not really sure why.”
“Maybe we did something. Disrespected his father or something.”
“Well, let’s make sure we don’t disrespect him again and get this place in order before we go. It’s the least we can do for Neddy. Plus, we are going to have to reclaim the colony at some point.”
“Sure thing.”
As we get back to the rest of the team, one of the guys pipes up just as I’m grabbing a meal bar. “Hey, captain, me and the team were talking.”
“I’m guessing it was about something in particular.”
“Yeah. Matter of fact, I was thinking, you don’t think it would’ve been a good idea to get with Fort Silence on this?”
“Ah, I don’t know if I’m the guy to ask about that.”
“No, seriously. I mean, they’ve got the firepower.”
The fact that he brings them up makes me go quiet for a second. It takes me a minute before I’m finally able to reply. “Look, you guys have been around longer than I have. I wasn’t around years ago when the president decided to stop working with them. That said, I’m sure he’s got his reasons. From what I’ve been told, the way they run things up there is pretty bad. Guys, you know me. I’m all for discipline and doing your job right. That’s how you survive. You start going down certain roads though . . .”
“Like what?”
“Like, telling people what they can or can’t say or ask. Life back in the Tower for me was great until I realized you couldn’t ask certain questions without getting arrested. You’re going to tell me you all haven’t heard those same stories about Fort Silence?”
Patel chips in. “We hear all kinds of things. We’ve heard they use the death penalty. Did you know they use the death penalty?”
“Death penalty?” I shake my head. “I don’t know how anyone could do that the way the world is. With how few people are left compared to centuries ago.”
“What did people do back in your home when someone broke the rules?”
“Well that’s . . . You sure you want to know?” Almost everyone nods their heads at once. “Alright, guys, but it isn’t pretty. You know how the Creep is psychoreactive? It picks up on how you’re feeling, but it can also mess with your mind? Well, in the Tower, screwing up too bad or talking about things you shouldn’t . . . It got you sent up to the top floor. Normally, none of us went up there. If you were arrested and taken up there, they’d inject you with the Creep.”
Patel’s face twists. “Why would they do that?”
“Because the Creep needs time to infect you. That’s how you get the Creepers you find around here. When it’s injected straight into you, it travels directly to the brain. After that, you don’t turn into a Creeper, but you’re never really the same. It’s like you just obey orders without asking questions. You just do whatever you’re told to do.”
“That’s not great.”
“Yeah, and I had a friend that all she did was ask questions. She got in trouble for that, and then she spent her whole life fighting for a way to get us out of there. All she wanted was a world where people were free to talk about tough issues without worrying they’d end up arrested.”
One of the women raises her head. “You’re talking about Dodger . . . ah, sorry, captain. You’re talking about Lieutenant Anne, sir?”
“Nah. It wasn’t Lieutenant Anne. The person I’m talking about . . . She didn’t make it out, but she’s the reason I’m alive today. I didn’t fight my way out of that Tower and get away from that government just to go back to living scared again. My friend would say the same thing. She’d be the first one to fight tooth and nail against that type of life, no matter who was calling the shots.”
“She sounds pretty amazing, sir.”
“She was.”
“More amazing than the lieutenant?” she asks with a grin.
“Nobody’s more amazing than the lieutenant,” I say as I’m shaking my head. “Now stop trying to get me in trouble and finish up your meal bars.”




Dodger’s Recording 04
I’ve got this really deep frown I’m wearing when I’m suddenly spooked by a voice from behind me. I literally spin on my heels to see one of my sergeants, Linda Gomez, standing there and looking at me like I’m nuts. “Everything okay, lieutenant?”
I smile as I pat the side of my cheek. “Whoa. I zoned out there for a second. I was looking out the window.”
“Is there something outside?”
“What? No, nothing, it’s just that I can tell the sun’s going down. I mean, if we could see the sun through all these clouds. What I’m trying to say’s that it’s going to get dark soon.”
“You think we should start setting out the repulsion poles?”
“That might not be the worst idea,” I tell her as I look at the stairs she just climbed up. “Did you need me downstairs?”
“You always tell us not to go off into the Creep without someone watching your back, so I got worried when I didn’t see you.”
“That makes total sense. You don’t have to worry too much about me though. I think I’ve seen ten times worse in the Tower than anything I’ve seen out here, but you’re right. I probably shouldn’t have wandered up here alone. I just got a little distracted by some of the tech I was seeing. It’s always been kind of a weakness of mine.”
“Tech? Is there something you think is interesting?”
I motion around the hall we’re standing in. All along the wall, there are pods big enough for people to get inside. They’re reclined at an angle, but it’s impossible to see through the small windows on the surface of the pods. The Creep inside’s plastered to the glass, tendrils wrapped around each other and suction cups stuck to the surface. “If all this gunk wasn’t inside, don’t these look like something people would’ve laid down in or something?”
Gomez walks over to one. She’s got her gun up the whole time. I like her, but she’s really paranoid about being in the Deadlands. “Yeah. They almost look like they could open up and let you in.”
“It has to be, right?” I motion to the latches along the side. “Somebody would lock these after people got inside.”
“Did you . . .” I can see her flinch before completing her sentence. “Did you want to open one?”
“What? Builders, no, Gomez. Geez. I don’t want to know what’s inside of there. I was just trying to figure out what they could be.” I nod further down the hall. “There’s what’s left over a desk over there, so somebody had to have kept a watch on these things. This is an office building though. You’ve seen all the computers and drawers and everything.”
“Right. It’s not the sort of place people would live.”
“So, do you think people would sleep in these things before they went off to meetings or something?”
Her eyes go wide while she’s struggling to find some way to answer. “I . . . Sir, I’m not . . . That’s way above my paygrade. I don’t know enough about what happened out here to answer that.”
“Gomez.” I can’t help but smile at her and pat her on the shoulder. “It was just a question.”
“I’m . . . I’m sorry. I didn’t want to . . .”
“We’ve been working together how long now?”
“Four months.”
“And you’re still weirded out by me?”
“Just . . . Not weirded out. I trust you. You’re just . . . a little intimidating, sir.”
I almost laugh. “Intimidating? Me? You have to be the first person to ever think that.”
“No, sir. Yasmin told me the same thing.”
“Corporal Yazzie told you that?” I can’t help but look at the roof and grin. “Wow. That’s something. I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but half the time I wonder if I even know what I’m doing.”
“It doesn’t feel like that. Everyone thinks you’re this Creep killing professional.”
“Well, I’m flattered. The truth is sometimes . . . I dunno, you know? I feel like I should know more than I do. I get a little stressed worrying about everyone. Sometimes I don’t even know if I can do the job. You think you guys get scared? I was barely able to shoot a gun straight for most of the time I was in the Tower. Half the time, I have to tell myself to not freak out.”
“You don’t come across like that. Everyone knows how hard it must have been to leave the Tower. They know you’ve seen more than most of us.”
“It was a team effort. Speaking of, where’s Yazzie, anyway?”
“Downstairs, searching some of the halls. She’s with the rest of the team.”
“Alright, well, I guess I’ve been staring around here for long enough. Let’s get together with everyone else and start getting ready to call it for today. I really don’t want to be stuck out on the streets after dark, and this place is big enough for us to settle in without having to worry too much. Although, let’s not camp out in the main hall. If there are raiders out there, we’ll be too exposed.”
“Yes, sir.”
She’s already spinning around when I grab her by the shoulder. The second I’ve got my fingers on her, her head snaps back to look at me, like my touch is burning her skin. “Y-yes, sir?”
“Linda. Relax,” I say as I give her a little shake. “Just because I came out of the Tower doesn’t mean I’m a monster or anything. I’m not going to eat you.”
“It’s not that. We’re all just . . . We’re all just impressed. And then you walked the Deadlands with survivors. Plus, everything you’ve done since you got to Central.”
“Believe me, I had tons of help. That’s why we’re in this together, to help each other through. Right?”
“Right.”
I let her go with one last smile. “Well, alrighty then. Let’s get those repulsion poles out.”




Mike’s Recording 03
I look over at where the repulsion pole is being worked on. One of the guy’s is fidgeting with it, but he’s making me nervous because night’s coming fast and things are getting dark. “Sergeant,” I call him, using his title to make sure he knows I’m serious. “Is everything alright?”
“On it, lieutenant,” he yells back, but I can see the sweat pouring down his face.
“You sure? Cause I’m pretty sure that thing’s supposed to be glowing if it’s working.”
“Well, I agree with you, I really do,” he says as he drops to the ground. His hands dig around inside the panel for a second before I hear the whining sound as the pole charges. Must be no more than a few seconds later when the top of its starts glowing this bright, blue color, and suddenly the room’s covered in its light. I watch the Creep dangling from the ceiling and sliding down the walls just retract the second the light’s on, and I can’t help but feel a little amused. We could’ve really used this stuff in the Tower.
“Good work,” I tell him as I walk over.
“Thanks, lieutenant,” he says as he falls back. The second he’s sitting, I see him pull out one of his meal bars. “It was a little dicey there for a second, if I’m being honest.”
“What’s going on?”
“It’s just, you know these are new poles.”
“Right. That’s why we just have to set out one to get the repulsion field to work. Used to have to set up four of them.”
“Exactly, well, the doctor’s got these new models. A lot more convenient, but I couldn’t figure out how to get it started. He doesn’t exactly make his inventions user friendly, is what I’m trying to communicate.”
It makes me smile. “Doc’s not user friendly either. He’s . . . hard to get. Not surprised his new stuff’s not easy to work with. Guess I’ll have to talk to him about that.”
“He came out of the Tower with you, right?”
“Right, but guy was living on ground floor. I came from close to the top, so we didn’t meet until just a few weeks before I arrived at Central. He’s got some amnesia or something, so it’s hard to pin what his deal is and what’s going on with him.”
“Well, I’m just glad we got these things working.”
I nod. “Me too. Hate to have to stay out here without protection. Life was bad enough back home trying to find a place to sleep while we were working our way through.”
“We used to have to sleep without them, too. The doctor’s the one who got ours working again, before he made these new ones.”
“Yeah. Way I hear it, you guys had lots of tech that went bust.”
“We really did. My dad used to talk about it all the time, complaining about how things had been better for my grandfather. Then again, my grandfather said his grandfather had things even better. The technology just didn’t hold up very well.”
“Five hundred years? I think I’d say that’s a good lifetime on tech.”
He shrugs as he takes a seat around the pole. “I guess you’re right.”
A second later, the rest of the guys are pushing in close. One of my corporals brings the guys in as we all huddle around the light of the pole. I give him a nod. “Got those doors secured?”
“You know it, boss,” he says with a smile that glitters with that weird light shining through the room “Made sure the boys checked out the rest of the building. Nobody living here. Guaranteed.”
“Well, it’s a bank.”
“Doesn’t mean you don’t get squatters up in places like these.”
“True.” I take my chance to slide to the ground and take a breath. Just something comforting about having all the guys crowded around the light like this. “Glad everything’s clear, in any case. Always hard to tell when you’re out in the Deadlands.”
One of the guys looks my way between bites of his meal bar. “How long’d you spend out in the Creep? Said it was a few weeks?”
“Probably more than a month. Between wandering out west then coming back east with survivors, it took us a while before we reached the city.”
“You know, everyone thinks of you like heroes for getting out of the Towers. We’re talking about five hundred years of nobody leaving those things.”
“I’m guessing nobody tried going inside because they were all sealed off?”
“That, and the fact nobody likes going into the Darkness. You ever figure out what that stuff was?”
I shake my head. “Nah. The Darkness is massive though. From the top of the Tower, you can see about thirty miles out before the visibility gets too bad to see further.”
“I’m guessing that’s why you never saw any of our transports taking off from around Central?”
“Well, sure, and the fact that Central’s almost two hundred miles away from us.”
“Did you ever try getting into another Tower?”
“Nah, not us. There was one close by. You could see it from the roof, but it was sealed off, just like ours.”
“Do you think the Towers are making the Darkness?”
“Doc says it’s the Creep. If you think about it, that makes sense. Creep focuses around the Towers. I hear there’s another Tower like our up north, along the coast. Same thing going on there, lots of Creep in the area.”
“Why do you think it’s like that? Why would the Towers attract the Creep like that?”
“Man. If I had answers about the Towers, I might have answers about how to push back the Creep.”




Tommy’s Recording 06
So, after a few days of finding nothing, I get so frustrated that I toss a Baby Boy out. If I haven’t talked about what a Baby Boy is, it’s basically a way to keep an eye on teams or officers. Normally, they float right over your shoulder, recording everything you say and do. Technically, it’s supposed to be for Central Command, so they can see what you’re seeing if they have to. They’re also great for keeping watch while you go to sleep, since they’ll run all night and record the area. Whenever they spot anything, you get a message beeping right into your earpiece. It’s also why they’re good for tossing out once in a while. When I send the Baby Boy out, it probably rushes down about a dozen blocks before zipping back at us. When I realize there’s nothing in sight but more nothing, I open a channel to Dodger and Mike to let them know it’s time to wrap up.
“Lieutenant Anne, Lieutenant Chapman, this is Captain Jones, over.”
Dodger’s voice breaks through first. “Lieutenant Anne here. I’m hoping you say you found something.”
Mike’s voice breaks through next. “Lieutenant Chapman here. Nothing on my end. Just Creep, tech, and a bunch of empty buildings.”
“Same here. Look, it’s already past nine in the morning. We’ve been slowly heading each other’s way, so I think it’s about time we grouped up. The last known position of the monster was near where Anne is, so I’m taking my team and turning south. Chapman, you should probably start moving since you’re farthest west of the target site.”
Dodger chimes in. “We’re not far from Raritan’s Landing. Just passed it up a little while ago, actually. You can still see all the old boats Central used to use to get up and down the river.”
“Great. The Landing’s a perfect place for us to link up. Maybe we can scavenge some Old World tech while we’re there to take back to Central. At least that’d make the trip out here worth something.”
Mike’s voice cuts back in. “See you two there. Chapman out.”
“Great. Lieutenant Anne, we’ll see you shortly.”
“Understood. Anne out.”
As soon as the channel closes, I motion to the guys and start leading them southwest through the city. The whole plan’s to meet up by the end of the day. I know Mike’s going to take a while to get there, but I want to at least give Dodger some support. She’s closest to the raider holds on the other side of the river, which of course makes me worried. That doesn’t mean I can just run my men dead all day, and it’s after noon by the time I pull the guys into an alley so they can grab some food. Too bad I’m barely halfway into my meal bar when the earpiece in my helmet cracks alive with Dodger’s voice. “Captain?”
“Jones here. What’s going on, lieutenant?”
“Get anything from Lieutenant Chapman?”
“Not yet. If there was any trouble, I’m sure he would’ve let me know by now. Why? Something happening on your side?”
“Nothing’s exactly happening, but we’ve been finding stuff out here in some of the cleared-out buildings.”
“I’m guessing it’s not just stuff that belonged to the colonists.”
“That would probably make my life a ton simpler. No, there’s plenty of colonial stuff still out here. Toys, dishes . . .”
“Which probably isn’t the reason you’re calling in.” There’s a pause on the other end for a second, and that’s basically all it takes to get me a little worried? “Lieutenant? Lieutenant Anne?”
Her voice finally breaks back across the signal. “Sorry, captain. One of the guys said he saw something outside. I’m headed out there in a second to check it out. Just, I wanted to let you know that there’s definitely signs of raiders out here.”
“I’m not surprised, being so close to the Raritan River. It’s all raider territory on the other side. What’re you seeing?”
“A lot of flags, mostly. You know the kind.”
“Yeah, I do.” There are different clans of free people that live out in the Deadlands, almost all of them raiders, and they all claim different parts of the city with different flags. When they’re not trying to pick on the colonists, they’re shooting it out with each other. Half the reason we’re out here is to understand how they can still be fighting each other and working for the Tank at the same time. “What’s the clan? Hadley’s Clan? The Red and Rooted? There’s a lot of them out there near the Landing. I guess that the Nelson Clan makes its way toward the Raritan once in a while . . .”
“Three strikes. You’re out. It’s actually none of the above.”
“Who, then?”
“You won’t believe it when I tell you.”
It’s enough to make met set my meal bar down for a second. “Well then, who the hell are we talking about?”
“Erin’s Army.”
I swallow hard and take a second before replying. “You want to . . . want to repeat that for me?”
“I think I’m on record telling you that you wouldn’t believe me.”
“Builders damn it.” I look away for a second, only to notice everyone on my team staring back at me. I look back out the alley and toward the street for a while before I finally get onto my feet. Without realizing it, I start rubbing at an old bullet wound in my leg, and I practically start whispering as I’m talking to her. “This isn’t their territory. Not even close. They’re supposed to be, what? A few days away by foot? Probably more? I know they’ve got vehicles, but not enough to carry all their men.”
“Captain, I’m just telling you what I’m looking at. The flag’s green, white, and orange, with a knife down the middle.”
“That’s Erin’s Army, alright.”
“It would kind of make sense if they’re the ones pushing around the other raiders down here.”
Now, Erin’s Army isn’t usually anybody we worry about. They’re one of the larger raider clans around the city, but they live in one of the wilderness sectors far to the north. I mean, that’s how they’ve been able to stay alive so long. There’s an old Apeiron water station out there, and they were able to use it to basically dominate everyone else in the area. If you’ve got water or food, you’ve got the run of things. It doesn’t help that they were able to access a ton of weapons and vehicles from a military base that was close to the station.
“Alright, so what are they doing down here?”
“I could be wrong, but I think that’s one of the reasons we’re down here. Sir.”
“Funny.” I take a look back at the men and women who’re behind me. Not many of them have ever had to deal with the sort of firepower Erin’s Army packs. Between the Creep and raiders, I’d rather fight Erin’s Army, but only barely. “Okay, lieutenant. Feel free to keep exploring around the area but don’t move too far from where you are right now. I’m headed that way.”
“Got it. I’m going to check what the guys found outside.”
“Do it. I’ll open a line when I’m close by.”
“No problem. Anne out.”
The minute the signal’s dead, I turn to the team. They’re already grabbing at their weapons because they know something’s about to happen. “Listen up, everyone. We move out in five. We’ve got eyes on some raiders near Lieutenant Anne’s position, so we’re going to make a hard push and give her some support. Understood?” They all salute with a few grunts thrown in, and then I’m busy chewing down what’s last of my meal bar while they get themselves ready. My visor is already feeding me a map that’ll take us to where Dodger is, and I open up a channel to Mike as soon as I’m done swallowing down what’s left of my meal. “Lieutenant Chapman?”
“Captain?”
“You all clear where you are?”
“Nothing but Creep for days. Crazy world we live in where I’m grateful for that.”
“Right. Listen, we’re going to converge on Lieutenant Anne. I think she might’ve found something.”
“Oh. We got a problem?”
“Not yet. Let’s hope it stays that way. You’re going to want to double time it, just in case.”
“You know, it’s impossible for me to get to her for at least a couple of hours.”
“Yeah. I know. Do your best.”
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Moving through the city, even when we’re keeping a fast pace, you can tell how things used to be. Block after block of towers. Stores at ground level that’ve been looted. You see storefront windows broken open. After hundreds of years, there’s not much to see inside. If it’s not made of metal, there’s not much chance it’s survived, especially if the Creep’s infected the building. Some storefronts have naked mannequins watching the streets. Their clothes disintegrated hundreds of years ago, but the metal mannequin frame still stand there, naked and standing guard from storefronts. Other parts of the city, you see stores, their doors swinging open. Inside, the shelves have been empty for a long time, but you still find stuff in storage when you activate their Pocket Space generators. Then there’s the banks you find once in a while. Never much to find there, but they’re usually good for cover or shelter if you need a place to bunker down. You see all of this on ground level, with these huge buildings rising up on either side of you, all the way down to the riverside.
The Raritan runs from far inside the mainland to the west and out to the bay in the east where Central Freedom is. Long time ago, Central built all its colonies along the river. Just easier to survive when you can get food shipments by boat. The closer to the Towers you get, the more infected the water gets, but river water tends to be pretty clean. When it’s not, Central’s gotten good at gallons of it at once. So, for a long time, they plucked down colonies along the river. Proprietary Colony was one of the latest, after old Neddy died. Anyway, that close to the river, the air just feels fresher. Running water. Seems messed up that mankind got so busy building skyscrapers and buildings that they practically built all the way down to the riverside. Makes you wonder what the place looked like before the whole area was paved over with concrete and steel.
Anyway, that’s where we’re heading. Raritan’s Landing was a small port Central converted from a lot older port that used to be on the river. Made it into a place where they could distribute supplies upriver. Way I hear it, Central used to move supplies, equipment, just about anything until raiders started hitting the area hard. That’s why Neddy’s Roost became so important as a foothold for Central on the mainland. With so many raiders moving into the area over the last few years, I’m not surprised that Dodger ran into some. It’s the thought of her staring down an army of them that keeps us running. We don’t stop often, maybe at corners to check our surroundings. All eyes are up when we’re crossing between intersections, making sure there aren’t any guns pointed our way. Of course, nothing happens. Nothing ever does when you’re waiting for it.
Guess we must be about an hour into our run south. I’m just about to tell the guys to break for a second when my earpiece comes alive. On the other end’s Colonel Martin, keeping tabs on us from Central, but he’s not speaking to me.
“Captain Jones, can you advise me on your situation?”
It doesn’t take a second for Tommy to reply. “Raiders on the ground, command. Got Suiciders in the air and Furies on the ground.”
“What’s your ETA to Team Two?”
“Streets are blocked off . . . Can’t . . . can’t determine a route forward.”
Second those words start streaming through my channel, I can feel my adrenaline starting to pick up. Suddenly, I just don’t got the time to worry about fatigue. I turn around and wave at the guys, and suddenly I’m screaming, “Move it! We got fire on the ground!”
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I practically jump back around a corner when weapons fire starts flying down the street. The second we saw the road blocked, I knew something was wrong, but it wasn’t until the Suiciders zipped overhead that I really understood what was happening. I’m barely behind cover when the rockets start raining down, and I barely have the time to scream orders for my men to get under cover. I’ve barely hit the deck when I feel the space behind me heating up and this pressure filling up the air. When that bubble of pressure hits, it launches me along the ground as a chunk of the street detonates apart. By the time I look back out of the narrow alley we’re hiding in, there’s a river of fire burning up the street outside.
The roaring overhead grabs my attention, and I look up just in time to see the Suiciders streaking by. There’s not point firing on them, not at this distance. They’re just single seat gliders with a few rockets strapped under the wings, so they’re usually used for hitting soft targets. It’s the worst of the worst new tech in the Deadlands, the kind of mess that got jury rigged after the Old World fell. Repulsor technology plugged into the bellies of a winged glider and a jet fired thruster mounted on the back. To be honest, Suiciders are just as dangerous to the people riding them as they are to their targets, and they’re not much of a threat when there’s only one or two of them. The problem’s when you get a dozen of them flying through the air, dropping bombs everywhere and making a mess of things. The explosions tearing up the street ahead of us cut us off from linking up with Dodger and force us back down the alley we just walked up.
And that’s when I realize the Suiciders were just steering us into a trap, because when we turn around, we’re staring down the barrels of a Fury that’s roaring our way. Just like Suiciders, Furies are the worst sort of jury-rigged new tech. They’re modified repulsor bikes, long and vicious looking with two guns strapped up front. The air underneath them’s glowing with the light from their repulsors, the front end of the bike lighting up as its guns starts firing off. When those guns start ringing, my whole team ducks behind a dumpster, pushing up against the wall. The second I’ve got cover, I turn the corner, pick my target, and dump a few rounds into the chest of whoever’s piloting that thing. The guy riding it goes limp, and the bike goes slamming into the alleyway wall, exploding into a ball of fire that travels down the alley.
“Patel!” I scream. The sergeant’s on my back the second I call him up. “This alley’s a death trap with all of us packed in here. Take your men across and hold down the next corner while we cover you.”
“Got it,” he shoots back while he motions to some of the guys. I pull a few forward, and we turn the corner to look out onto the street. The second we do, there’s shots coming from behind the shells of cars that are blocking the road. Me and the guys start laying down fire, forcing the raiders to go diving for cover, while Patel and his group rush through the intersection. The same second they’re behind cover, I hear his voice break through my helmet. “In position, sir.”
I haven’t even had a chance to reply when I’m interrupted by this loud, distorted voice that breaks out through the streets. It’s like everything goes silent as someone starts shouting through the city, except this is way louder than a shout. When I have a chance to look around the corner, I see someone standing on the top of what looks like a modified personnel transport that’s sitting way back behind that wall of cars. Mounted on top is a heavy machine gun that could tear a wall apart and chew through body armor. That’s not uncommon for some transports. What is uncommon’s the rows of speakers mounted on both sides of the vehicle.  
And there, on top of the transport, is one of the most effective killers I’ve ever. Stories go that he’s actually a pretty decent leader. I wouldn’t know, since I’ve never known him outside of a fight. Almost from shoulder to elbow, he’s got tattoos running down his arm, mostly of a really elaborate tree surrounded by three rays of light. He’s standing there without a helmet and just a light combat vest, not too different from the kinds we wear. It’s that head of his though. That distinctive, shaved head. It’s Erin himself, barking into a microphone and his voice booming out of the speakers loaded onto the transport.
“Good afternoon to you, Central dogs.” His voice bounces down the street with enough volume to make my ears ring. “Congratulations on sneaking yourselves into the Deadlands. Never saw you coming. Not often you come down the Raritan anymore. The lads missed you. Seeing as they haven’t seen you in so long, I’ll be assuming that you’re here for something important. With that said, I’m afraid I’m going to have to cut off your little adventure. Can’t be having you wandering through our lands and putting us at risk.”
The second he cuts off, a noise catches my attention. I turn away from the barricade and look the opposite way down the street, just in time to catch sight of more Furies. Only the cover of the alley saves me when they start firing, since I barely get my head behind the wall before pieces of shrapnel start flying through the air. Immediately, I’ve got my line open with Patel. “You put down some fire on those Furies, and I’ll take out this barricade.”
“Waiting on your order.”
“Rockets!” I call back down the line. I’m screaming because the air sounds like a repeating sound of bullets carving up the street. “Explosive on that barricade, now!” One of the boys barks a response as he pops his Pocket Space window and fetches a weapon that’s as long as my leg. The front’s mounted with a pointed explosive tip that’d rip its way into a lot of armored vehicles. The second he’s got it loaded over his shoulder, everyone backs away while I bark into my mic. “Patel, hit those Furies now.”
“Firing.”
A second later, I watch as, across the street, Patel’s team turns the corner and starts opening on the bikes that are plowing their way to our position. At the same time, I motion to my guy to fire. He starts turning his corner while I empty every bullet in my mag into the barricade up ahead. While raiders are busy dodging my line of fire, I see the tip of the rocket leaning down the middle of the street and hear the sound of it as it gets fired off. Fire bursts out of the rear end of the weapon as the rocket shoots from the barrel, screaming its way to the target. Behind it, there’s this long, snaking trail of smoke that forms in the air, like some kind of bad omen. Then, everything in front of us goes sky high as a fireball the size of five cars explodes through the air. Suddenly, the sky’s raining with twisted metal that goes scattering through the street, the ground doused in metal piece that go smashing along the pavement. Before the smoke’s even cleared, I’ve already got my men ready to move.
I’ve got one eye on Patel and his team, who’re putting down enough gunfire that he sends more than a few Furies crashing into the buildings around them. While he’s doing that, I’m barking orders to the people on my side of the street and getting them ready to move. That’s when my earpiece comes to life.
“Jones here!” I scream over the sound of my gun.
“Captain.” It’s Dodger. “I’m trying to circle back around to you, but half the streets are closed off.”
“We’re holding position here,” I say while I duck behind cover, leaving the shooting to my men for a second. “Watch the skies. There are Suiciders making a mess of the streets.”
“Got it. On my way. It won’t be long. Anne out.”
The second the line’s closed, I poke my head back out of the alley. What’s left of the Furies have retreated for a second, giving me a chance to wave to Patel. All at once, his team and mine start moving up the street to reconnect with each other. We’ve barely thrown ourselves behind what’s left of the stacked cars when there’s a roaring overhead. “Suiciders!” I shout as I motion for everyone to hit the ground. The next thing I know, chunks of asphalt and concrete are raining down around us. The explosions have barely stopped before the Suiciders are turning, angling back for another pass. I start motioning everyone into a nearby building. Patel eyes me for a second, and then asks just one question.
“Creep?”
“We can’t stay in these streets, sergeant!” It doesn’t take much to convince him. He nods and starts leading the men forward. We scramble inside of what looks like it used to be an apartment lobby, and almost the minute we’re inside, I see two or three Creepers prying themselves from the walls. Patel leads the way, firing off rounds as more and more Creepers start waking up. Meanwhile, I’m getting men organized, barking orders to them. “All of you, secure the exterior.” I shout before pointing to another of my guys. “You, break out that repulsion pole.”
There are shouts of confirmation as the windows lining the building start shattering into pieces, a thousand shards of glass exploding into the air. Bullets are ripping into our position and flooding the lobby. I can’t tell who, but I see one of our guys go down in a heap. His body just goes flying forward as gunfire rips into him, and I have to throw myself to the floor just to avoid having the same thing happen to me. Patel’s barking as he takes a knee, and what feels like endless gunfire starts erupting just as the building around us starts coming alive. The whole place is rumbling, like the gut of some hungry giant, as tendrils start exploding from the rooftop and bursting out of the floors. When the floor buckles, I go sliding along the slick mucous on the ground, the Creep slipping through my fingers and soaking into my arms. I’m still trying to pull myself out of the Creep before a tendril starts wrapping around my wrist, and it takes a quick cut with my knife to free myself. Meanwhile, the building is erupting with howls as more and more Creepers are sprinting down the halls and exploding out of nearby rooms. Patel, who never shows any emotion, is firing one shot after another as he tries to hold back the creatures. Still, his voice is shaky when he looks back at me. “Captain! They’re going to break through.”
“Five seconds!” I shout back as I finally get onto my feet and start looking around. I keep thinking that the pole should be activated by now, and that’s when I finally realize that my people are struggling with the Pocket Space generators. “What’s the holdup?”
“Generators on the fritz, sir!”
Patel shouts at me again. “More incoming, sir!”
I flash a look up in time to see a horde of Creepers literally tear through a wall. Just, a whole section of the building collapses as dozens of the things just barrel through. Gunfire rips into the first wave, but each Creeper that goes down just gets right back up. “Damn it,” I whisper as I look at one of the men. “You can’t fix the generator and get those poles?”
“Not this quick, sir.”
“What’s your generator’s frequency?”
We rarely need to change the frequencies on our generators. Still, even though frequencies are long and a pain to plug in, anything’s faster than trying to fix a generator on the fly. As the soldier starts spouting off numbers, I plug them into my generator. There’s a total of eighteen numbers you need, so plugging them in, one right after another while the world is erupting around you, is kind of hair raising. Every so often, an explosion shakes the building, and all I can do is look up and pray the ceiling doesn’t collapse down on us. Suiciders might not be accurate, but you don’t need accuracy to bomb a building to hell. Not that I think about it too long, since the second I punch in the last number, my generator comes to life and pops a window. Immediately I snatch out the repulsion pole and shove it into the arms of one of my guys. “Get it working!” I scream as I run ahead to the front of the store, sliding to a stop behind the wall as another wave of gunfire starts tearing through the lobby. “Lieutenant Anne, are you inbound?”
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“Captain, I’m looking at a dozen Furies parked on either side of your position and more raiders than I can count all scattered down the block.”
“Where the hell did they come from? Can you give us a little breathing room so we can start pushing back?”
“I’m on it. I’m coming in from up the street. We’ll take out as many as we can and try to pin them between you and us.”
“Understood. Jones out.”
I motion to Linda Gomez. “They’ve got all their focus on Tommy. Take your section through the back alleys and get in close to the captain’s position. I want you to head up and get some high ground while we distract them down here.”
She gives me a nod. “The fire escapes around here look like they’re in good condition.”
“Make sure you have a flamethrower, please. There’s no telling how bad the infestation will be in those buildings.”
“I’m on my way.” She turns to grab her people, and then I’m taking mine down the street. With the raiders focused on Tommy’s position, we’re free to move. I’m seeing a group of them in the building across from Tommy and even more strung out along the roof. They must’ve moved fast once they realized he was trapped inside that store. At least it gives us time to move down the block. Half the street’s been torn up, probably by Creep, leaving huge chunks of concrete along the road where we’re able to find cover. With our position at least kind of safe, Corporal Yazzie opens a Pocket space window and puts down one of the biggest guns we have in Central. The thing’s practically as long as I am and fed by a box of bullets that’s almost impossible to carry around, which is what makes Pocket Space so convenient. As soon as she’s got the ammo belt fed into her gun, I take a few of the guys on a sprint down the road, to a corner closer to our target.
I’m worried, obviously. Yazzie’s sitting behind cover but she’s still in the middle of the road, and at that second, I’m just hoping Linda’s safe. It’s not something I can focus on though, not with our target straight down the street from us. The minute we’re behind cover, I look back at Yazzie and give her a huge thumbs up. She nods before popping her head over the concrete wall she’s hiding behind, and I watch her make sure that huge rifle of hers is balanced on the ledge. A second later, she’s squeezing down on the trigger. When it comes to life, all you hear is snap snap snap, over and over, while she’s firing on the enemy. Between the sound of every bullet, I can hear casings ringing as they hit the ground, jingling noises spilling through my ears. Colonel Martin once called the sound “the chimes of war.” Pretty poetic.
Anyway, with that huge rifle firing off, the street gets ugly pretty fast. Suddenly, there’re Raider just crumbling to the ground. Yasmine sweeps her gun across the street, turning her gun in semi-circles to spray the whole road, and all you see is raiders hitting the floor as the bullets fly by. It doesn’t take them very long to realize they’re getting shot at from behind, which is when me and my group get to work. We round the corner and start firing into the crowds as they’re diving into alleys or nearby buildings, and in a couple of seconds, there’s another pile of raiders collapsing into the concrete. Bodies go falling as men fall from their bikes and onto the pavement. Some of the Furies get away, but not all of them. One driver gets hit and goes tumbling from his seat, while another goes zooming into a wall and exploding into a ball of fire. In the middle of it all’s a transport that has to have about five layers of armor on it, because it absorb everything Yazzie fires at it while barely taking a scratch.
Immediately I realize something’s wrong when I see someone pop up from the top. I’m not even sure how I missed it, but the transport’s got a gun mounted along the roof, a gun that’s easily bigger than the one Yasmine’s got. A half second after we spot this huge weapon, you can hear a whirring sound as the barrel starts to spin. Half a second after that, the whole street’s being torn apart as more bullets than I’ve ever seen in my life start firing our way. Yazzie goes slipping beneath what little cover she’s got as literally a river of bullets goes sliding along the barrier she’s behind. I can see her pressing tightly into the ground and covering herself as the street around her goes exploding into chipped bits of concrete and ricocheting bullet fire, concrete evaporating and grey clouds filling up the air around her.
Someone on my group pushes tight against the wall, and I can hear him breathing hard. “What the hell? Did they strap a minigun to the top of that thing?”
“I don’t know what else it could be,” I scream back. “Does it really matter? Yazzie’s pinned down, and I don’t know if we have a clear angle on the shooter.”
“So, what’s the order?”
Hell if I know. Obviously, I don’t say that. Instead, I look away for a second as I talk into my mouthpiece. “Gomez? You have a position?” There’s a second when she says nothing, and I’m just hoping that she’s okay. “Gomez?”
“Lieutenant, we just got lined up. I’ve got a sight on that transport.”
“You can take out the shooter?”
“I’ve got a clear shot.”
“Good. Take it, and then we’ll move up.”
“On it.” The second the transport stops firing, I poke my eye around the corner and watch. There’s a long second when everything seems to slow down, and then I hear one, really loud gunshot crack the air. Before I can blink, the gunner just slumps over and goes sliding back down into the transport. The second he does, the transport stops moving, the gun up top going complete quiet. When it happens, I can feel my smile stretching across my face, my thoughts already going to Tommy and rescuing him. Yazzie’s rushing to join back up with us, her legs just carrying her as fast as possible across the street, and I’m getting ready to move everyone to our next position.
“Linda. You there? Great shot, Gomez!”
“Thanks, lieutenant. I—”
And . . . that’s when an explosion tears the side out of the building. One second, I’m smiling in the direction of the window she’s leaning out of, and the next, I’m screaming as the entire side of the building goes erupting into the air. Just . . . these huge pieces of steel and concrete get sent flying skyward as Suiciders go streaking by. There’s no bodies, not from where I’m watching. It’s like they were all just . . . disintegrated. It all happens so fast that I don’t realize I’m standing halfway out of the alley, not moving, and the next thing I know, I feel my right shoulder pop back. All of a sudden, I’m tumbling backward, and only Yasmine keeps me from bashing my head against the back wall. I’m not even sure what’s happened until I feel the worst burning I’ve ever felt in my life, like someone’s holding the tip of a hot iron bar against my shoulder. I immediately grab to see what’s going on, but when I pull my hand away, my glove’s completely soaked in blood.
“What the hell?”
Yazzie’s dragging me deeper into the alley while the pain starts spreading into my chest. I’m breathing so fast I actually think I’m going to faint, and she leans into my ear. “You’re shot!”
“Wh . . . what?”
She can’t even respond, because a second later, the rooftops above use is exploding into huge chunks that are just pounding the alley. Everyone covers themselves as big pieces of the building come raining down, literally slamming the ground around us. I see someone collapse when a piece hits them right across the head, while everyone else dives out of the way before pieces of the roof kill them. When I finally turn my head up, the sky’s completely choked with Suiciders. There’s more than I’ve ever seen in my life, like dozens and dozens, and the air’s clogged with the smoke trails of rockets that are tearing the rooftops apart.
That’s when Tommy’s voice breaks into my ear. “Lieutenant Anne. What’s your situation?”
“Suiciders, Tommy. I’ve never seen so many.”
I watch as they bank left and start coming back at us, like a huge wave of darkness that’s about to crash against the buildings. There’s so many, you couldn’t shoot them all down, and I can feel myself stop breathing for a second. It hits me that they’re all angling our way, with those explosives beneath their wings pointed straight at us.
And that’s when I see . . . something. It’s a trail, like a trail of fire, that cuts through the sky and right through that dark wave. The next thing I know, three or four Suiciders just explode in mid-air. You see them pop, like orange blossoms, and when they detonate, it creates this chain reaction. Every Suicider around them breaks away, trying to dodge the explosions, and the whole wave of them starts to break up. That’s when I see it again, something moving so fast that I can’t even really understand what I’m looking at. All that’s left is another road of fire through the sky and more explosions, and suddenly the Suiciders are panicking. They’re breaking off and flying in every direction, dodging left and right as they start scattering. Somewhere between the pain surging through my shoulder and the sight of all those explosions, I realize there are people screaming. It takes me a minute to realize what’s going on, but when I look down the alley, there’s raiders just running by, like they’ve forgotten about us. They’re all shouting the same thing.
“The angel. The angel. The angel.”
Yazzie sets me against the wall, and the whole team brings up its rifles, making a stand in case any raiders come our way. They don’t. Instead, I watch as they keep running. Maybe a second later, the ground underneath us is shaking, like there’s an earthquake or something. It’s the transport. I see it rolling by, driving as fast as it can go. With all the armor it has, it’s pretty weighed down, so it just tanks along as it tries to get out of the area.
That’s when Tommy’s voice speaks into my ear again. “Lieutenant. Anne.” I don’t respond for a second. Yazzie’s helping me stand, and I drag my way out onto the street. I can see the transport still rolling away while whatever’s left of the raiders are running up the hill. That’s when Tommy tries to get my attention one more time. “Lieutenant Anne, are you there?”
“What?”
“Is everything alright?”
“I . . . I think so. I . . . I don’t know.”
“Well, what did you do? How’d you drive the raiders off?”
“I didn’t. It wasn’t us.”
“Then what was it?”
I don’t know what to say. I’m still breathing hard, and I feel like I’m about to faint. Our medic’s got me pushed up against the wall, and I can see him about to inject my wound full of biofoam so I don’t bleed to death. In my head, I know he’s telling me to take a deep breath, but I don’t even feel it when he squeezes his trigger. I mean, don’t get me started. It hurts like hell. I’m just so dazed by what happened that I almost don’t pay attention. I can barely focus.
“Lieutenant Anne. Dodger. What was it?”
“An . . . An angel.”
“I didn’t hear that. Repeat.”
“An angel, Tommy. It was an angel.”




Tommy’s Recording 08
A half hour after the raiders have evacuated the area, I’m sitting next to Dodger. She’s got gauze wrapped around her shoulder, but the foam should do the trick of keeping her from bleeding out. The stuff’s organic, so it’s designed to break down after a while, but we’ll be back at Central by then. I hope. Patel and Yazzie are busy doing a check of all the injured and dead. We took a few hits, but Dodger’s team got it the worst. That bombing by the Suiciders . . . Well, it killed everyone in the building.
She takes a deep breath. The whole time she’s been sitting, she’s barely wanted to talk. “The funny part’s that I just got done telling Gomez that I wasn’t cut out for this job.”
“That’s not true.”
“I made a bad call, Tommy.”
“You were trying to outmaneuver the raiders, Dodger.”
“I just . . . I should’ve realized that they’d be easy targets up there. You even told me, Tommy. You told me to watch out for them. And I just . . .”
“You made the call you had to. If Gomez doesn’t take that third floor, nobody kills that transport gunner. We might all be dead if she doesn’t do that. She knew what she was doing, and she went out saving people’s lives. This isn’t any different from the way things have been since we were in the Tower. People die when they’re fighting, but that doesn’t mean what they did was meaningless.”
“It’s not the same though. When someone goes down, if it’s you that made the call . . .”
“That’s a responsibility we take. Somebody has to.” She goes quiet, and I just pat her on the leg. “We’ll have to put a list of the dead together once we’re back home, but we don’t have to talk about that now. I’m a little interested in knowing what you saw out here.”
I can see her skin turn even whiter than it normally is. “Honestly, I really don’t know what I saw. One second, there I am, looking into the sky, and the next thing I know, there’s . . . fire.”
“Fire? Like an explosion?”
“Well, there are explosions, but that’s not what I’m talking about. What I saw was a streak of fire that just crossed through the sky.”
“Could it have been a crashing ship? A Suicider burning out?”
“No way. It crossed a couple of times, like it was making return trips. Every time it did, there were explosions, like it was attacking the Suiciders. Then there was . . .” Her voiced fades off, and I practically have to bend my neck to see her eyes.
“Dodger. What was it?”
“Just, all the raiders on the ground kept calling it an angel.”
When she says it, I can feel my breath stop. The whole world actually just stops moving when she says it. “An angel. Like . . . like the Angels. Like the ones in the Tower.”
“How should I know?”
“Are you saying it could fly? That it was attacking the raiders?”
“I really have no idea. All I know is what I told you. If it’s the same kind of Angel as the ones we saw in the Tower . . .” She shakes her head and looks away. “I mean, maybe it was. We know Angels have way more advanced tech than we do.”
“Yeah. You remember . . . you remember that last one we saw, right before Jackie had her last fight with David Marshall?”
“The one that could teleport anywhere it wanted. Kind of hard to forget.”
“So, they can fly, too?”
“Let’s just . . . We have to find out more about it. If it’s the monster everyone’s been talking about, it would make more sense for it to be an Angel than a Creeper. We know angels don’t exactly like the rest of us, so maybe this one just likes fighting.”
“Well, it’s hard to say what they really think in general. Yeah, though. You’re right. None of the descriptions have fit a Creeper, but if the raiders think it’s a monster because of the kind of tech that Angels use . . .” I trail off when my earpiece starts buzzing, and I immediately open my channel. “Captain Jones speaking.”
I almost gasp in relief when I hear Mike’s voice on the other end. “What’s going on, captain?”
“Trying to clean up after a shootout with the raiders.”
“About that. I meant to join up with you, but we got held up.”
“By?”
“Think it’s the same raiders you were fighting.”
I feel my eyebrows closing in on each other as my brow tightens. “Is everything okay?”
“Oh, we’re good. Raiders looked spooked. All of them went flying off when they saw us. Well, all of them except one vehicle.”
“A vehicle?”
“Transport. Saw it before it saw us, and we put an explosive right beneath the wheels. Got survivors.”
“You captured someone?” Suddenly, my voice is rising. Capturing a raider might at least make some of this disaster worth the trip. “Who was it?”
“Not going to believe me when I tell you.”
“I’ve already been told that once today. You’re going to have something really impressive to surprise me.”
“Alright. Looks like I got Erin himself.”
For the dozenth time that day, I feel my breath stick in my chest. “You captured the head of Erin’s Army?”
“You got it. We’re walking him your way.”
“I’ll call Central. If you’ve got Erin, we’ve got to get a transport out here.”
“Kind of risky. You sure they’ll send one this deep into the Deadlands?”
“If it means bringing in the leader of Erin’s Army alive? You bet they will.”
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By the time I’ve stepped into the interrogation room, Colonel Martin’s already standing around with some guards. Tommy’s right behind me, after telling me how much he needed to be there for what was about to happen. He didn’t explain why, but after how he handled himself in the Deadlands, I figured it was the least I could do. The minute we’re inside, the prisoner, Erin, cracks a smile. It doesn’t take me more than a second to realize there’s some history between the two of them that I don’t know about. “Well, well, well. It’s the president of the dogs and the house pet himself. How’s your leg doing, Thomas?”
I look over at Tommy, and I can see him rubbing at his thigh while he grits his teeth. It’s a little bit concerning, I’ll admit. “You two know each other?”
Tommy nods. “First had a run in with him a few months ago, when we took an extended trip into the Deadlands to find supplies.”
“Did you lose anyone?”
“No. A lot of injuries. Erin here put a bullet through my leg.”
Erin grins and raises his hands innocently. “Can’t hold it against me, Thomas. You were on private land. It was an act of self-defense, is what it was.”
Tommy’s fists clench up. “Self-defense? You shot me while I was half unconscious on the ground.”
“Well, your friend, Michael I believe . . . He got you home safe, now didn’t he? Besides, I don’t see you tolerating just anyone waltzing across your territory. Unless you’re going to tell me those big guns you’ve got along the bridges are just for looks.”
“They’re there to protect us from dangerous people. Like you.”
“Funny. I could swear that we feel the same way about you.”
I interrupt. “Gentlemen, if you would please.” My eyes go over to Martin. “What do you have for me?”
Martin’s a big guy, bald and putting on a little weight but with a lot of the old muscle he still has from his younger years. I see him toss a folder onto the table, and a few pictures spill out. “Our friend here was found riding in a military transport, modified for broadcasting, of course. Militia on the ground recorded dozens of personal assault gliders, more popularly known as Suiciders. Then, of course, there were at least two dozen Furies. No military designation for those either, since they’re really just hopped up repulsor bikes.”
“Interesting.” I look at Erin. “So, you’re telling me that you were fine letting your men drive around with repulsor technology, but you went with wheels instead? What, do you enjoy the classic feeling of the pavement underneath you?”
“Not so hard to believe, is it, Mr. President? After all, a Suicider or a Fury’s going to be able to outrun most things the Creep tosses their way. Something like a transport? Too heavy to get away with, even on repulsors. It’d be overrun before it could get a block away. No, those situations call for old fashioned fuel. You understand, of course, what I’m talking about. Gasoline.”
Tommy pipes up from behind me. “That’s old tech. Where’d you find it?”
“Why? Looking for a way to zip around the city yourself? Sorry to tell you, but I’m not exactly in the mood to be giving away secrets. All you need to know’s we got the fuel, which means we can drive around these forsaken Deadlands without having to worry about any Creep getting riled up. You’re not the only ones who know how to scavenge old tech, you know.”
It’s pretty clear that Erin knows what everyone in our militia knows. Repulsor technology gets the attention of the Creep. The more you use it and the longer you use it, the more the Creep gets worked up. That’s why we don’t drive very often outside of Central. We have repulsor transports, but they’re slow, and if they got attacked, they’d get swamped by Creepers once they got over the bridge. The vehicles we have that do run on gasoline are used in emergencies, not only because they’re rare, but because gasoline and diesel aren’t replaceable. Not easily, not after five hundred years. We head out onto the mainland on foot most of the time, even when we’re moving a lot of people. The only people who really take repulsor transports out into the Deadlands live at Fort Silence, because they’ve got the firepower to protect their convoys.
After I’ve taken a second to look through the photos, I take a glance at Erin. “Lots of Suiciders you had out there. Lot of Furies, too. And now you’re saying that you found gasoline? If I were a gambling man, which I’ve been known to be from time to time, I’d say that your crew’s stumbled onto something. Now, I don’t know if it’s a cache of weapons, an old military base, who knows? What I need you to know, right now, is that we don’t have any negative intentions toward your people.”
“Plenty easy to say something like that after you’ve just finished sending your dogs out onto our lands.”
“Only after you attacked a colony we had established on the other side of the river. Maybe you’ve heard of it. Proprietary Colony.”
“I didn’t—” He almost leaps forward out of his chair. “That wasn’t authorized.”
“You want to know the worst part about it? That was almost sacred ground for a lot of people. You know Ned Lancaster. Neddy. He did his damndest to make that a place where anyone could feel safe.”
“That he did, and look how you disrespected his memory. Made alliances with Fort Silence. Raided our people. It’s no wonder his son won’t sit down for one of these friendly chats of yours. He’d make a strong ally out there in the Deadlands, too bad nobody can trust a bunch of backstabbing marauders who side with madmen like General Yousef.”
“Backstabbing marauders? Do I have to remind you that it was your people who went on those grounds and killed women and children? Colonists, Erin. Now, maybe Ned Jr. doesn’t want to talk with us. Maybe he doesn’t trust us because of our past relationship with Fort Silence. But I’ll tell you this much. I’ve never ordered my people to kill innocents like that, and I especially haven’t ever dishonored the memory of a man like Ned Lancaster, who did his best to bring your side and our side together.”
“I. Didn’t. Order it. Do you understand? They were loose cannons. Are you hearing me? They were rabid killers, and they suffered the price for it. We dealt with them in our way.”
Tommy pops off. “Not good enough. They need to go to trial.”
“They got a trial,” Erin snarls. “Unless you think your courts are more civil simply because you’ve got the prettiest buildings on the block.”
“What kind of justice could they possibly have gotten when they were being tried by their friends?”
“They weren’t my friends,” he snaps back, and I can see his eye twitching when he does. “You come out to the Deadlands with me, Thomas, then let me know how easy you think it is to keep sixteen different clans in line who’ve never had a code to live by, who’ve lived their lives without food or water. Right, we got the guns, but Central’s the one starving out the rest of humanity.”
I cut Tommy off before he can say anything else. “Is that what this is all about, then? Food? Water?”
“Mr. President, when in the history of humanity has it ever not been about those things?”
He stares at me from across the table for a long minute, like he’s expecting me to argue with him. After a second, I look over at Martin. “Colonel. I want you take out one of our transports. Not a military one. Just a truck, something that can carry supplies. Gas fueled. Load it up with food from the Green Zone, and put a few jugs of water in there, too.”
He doesn’t sound happy when he asks, “What?” From the corner of my eye, I can tell he’s staring me down, but I don’t give him the satisfaction of me looking back. “Mr. President, with all due respect—”
“I already know what you’re going to say, Martin.”
“The council will have your head for this. Both councils!”
“I’ll explain myself to the council—both of them—once I leave here.”
It takes him more than a few seconds before he finally growls, “Yes, sir,” and storms out of the room. The minute he does, Tommy leans into me.
“What are you doing, sir?”
Erin quips up from the other side of the table. “Yeah. What are you doing, Mr. President? You think this is going to solve all our problems? Don’t get me wrong. A truck full of food is nice, but it’s not going to feed all my people.”
“No, it won’t,” I answer back. “And I’m not delusional. I don’t think this is going to solve all of our problems. That’s not what this is about. This is about getting a new start. Your people need food? Fine. My people need safety. I know it’s dangerous living out there in the Deadlands. Our colonists report on it all the time. I’m hoping you can take this as a sign that I want to work together with you, because there’s no way we survive as a people unless we start coming together. It’s taken us five hundred years just to get this far.”
His eyes stare down at the table, and I can see him trying to process everything I’m telling him. “So, you’re saying you’re freeing me?”
“Yes. I would like you to answer a few questions for me before you go.”
“Oh, so that’s the catch, now is it?”
“No catch. If you don’t want to answer, I’m not going to make you. You’ll be free to walk out of here either way.” I nod to one of the guards standing in the back, and he steps forward with a key. A second later, the cuffs chaining Erin are off his wrists. “I’m being very serious here.”
He keeps staring at me for a minute before he pushes his chair back. For an instant, I think he’s going to get up and walk out, but then he claps his hands once and folds them into his lap. “Well, what’s the questions, then?”
I can actually feel myself breathe a little easier when he agrees to stick around. “The Tank. We’ve been hearing about her for a while now, and then we find you here, in the south. You’re supposed to be located, what? Seventy-five? One hundred miles northwest of here?”
“Something like that.” He chuckles. “It’s the Tank you want to know about, then?”
“Right.”
“Well, what about her?”
“Then it is a woman.”
“Finest I ever met. Got a way about her. Knows how to bring people together.” He lowers his head a little, and I can see just a glint of menace in his eyes. “By force, if necessary, if you’re catching my meaning.”
“So, she is violent.”
“No other way to be living out in the Deadlands. Don’t misunderstand me. She’s not one to use force when she doesn’t have to, but it’s like I just said, we don’t authorize everything that goes on out there. Some of the clans are a little more willing to work together than others. Others have bad habits.” His eyes flick over to Tommy. “And yeah, they get the justice that’s coming to them when they do wrong. We know exactly how many of your colonists got killed in that raid. Wasn’t soldiers out there who got slaughtered. It was just working men, women, and children. I know that. They were the kind we don’t target, not under the Tank. Not if we can help it.” He looks back at me. “You wanted to know about our justice? Executed. Whole lot of them that got in on the raid.”
The mention of it makes everyone in the room uncomfortable. Tommy shifts a little, and even the guards suck in a breath. “Death penalty,” I say. “That’s serious business. We don’t have those here.”
“Well, we don’t exactly have time for prisons out there beyond the bridges. True, we have a place we call home, somewhere safe. We got our versions of colonies too, though. Dangerous places where the darkness is always just outside the window. Lock a man away anywhere out there . . . The Creep’ll eventually come for him. Not all of us have the luxury of living on islands, and find however many weapons as we might, there’s no weapon been made that can hold back the Creep forever.”
“It’s just that an execution . . . It’s a hard thing to accept. There are so few of us left.”
“Don’t think I know that?” He looks away with a smile, but he looks angry at the same time. “Think I like putting an end to a man’s life? That I enjoy putting down the few that’s left of us?”
“No. No, I don’t.”
“But it’s the world we live in, all the same.”
I shift the subject. “So, this Tank. She’s been working to unite the clans out in the Deadlands. How has she managed to do it? We’ve been running into raiders for centuries. I don’t think there’s ever been a time we’ve seen so much cooperation between them.”
“Again, it’s all her. She tries to get everyone to work together. If anyone threatens the peace, she deals with it. You mentioned we were packing more firepower than before. Well, it’s all because of her. She’s the one with access to them. Don’t ask me how she found the locations of the weapons. Nobody knows, save maybe her sister.”
“Sister?”
“Yeah. Poor girl. Barely speaks a word. Crippled, God bless her. Always in a wheelchair. Story is the Creep got to her, but she survived.”
“Does her sister have a name?”
“Not that anyone knows.”
I suck in a breath as I lean back in my chair. “I’d like to meet with your leader. The Tank. Do you think that’s possible?”
He looks straight at me. No smiles, no funny business. He just stares for a while before shaking his head. “She’s a strange one, but one thing I know for sure. She doesn’t trust you. Not you, specifically, Mr. President. Central Freedom, in general.”
“Do you think our gift might help change her mind? Could you at least tell her my vision for what comes next? What I want to see happen between your people and mine.”
“Of course, I can tell her.” He sits there silent for another minute, and I can see him thinking things through. “Never been a time I remember that Central ever offered food to us, let alone water. That means something, Mr. President. If nothing else, that’s something I do want you to know. That truck’s not just a gift. That truck’s life. That’s men and women’s children who’ll get fed tonight.”
“I know there’s an incredible level of distrust between us.”
“That much is true, but . . .” He nods quietly as he taps the table. “I’ll have a word. I know you’ve only been in power for a year or two, and I know you’re risking something with your councils.”
It gets a smile out of me. “That I am.”
“I’ll do you the same favor. Risk myself a bit and say a word for you. I’m not promising anything, mind you.”
“I understand.”
“Then will that be all?”
“One last thing.”
He nods, but I can tell he’s getting tired. Still, I have to ask. “We’ve been getting . . . reports, about something out there. A monster.”
“It’s the Creep, Mr. President. There’s monsters everywhere in the Deadlands.”
“This one’s different.” I take a breath as I remember the description. “A black creature that comes in fire, with burning red eyes.”
The smile on his face fades, and what little color he has in his cheeks drains entirely while his eyes surge open. “Burning red eyes, you say?”
“That’s right.”
His head drops. “The angel.”
“Angel.”
Tommy’s been quiet this whole time, but suddenly he leans in. “Erin. What do you mean, angel?”
Erin take a second before he finally looks up. “You never hear stories about them out here? About mysterious strangers that walk where they want and vanish when you spot them?”
I shake my head. “There are rumors, but they’re old wives’ tales. Children’s stories.”
“You’re twice a fool if that’s what you think.”
Tommy looks over at me. “They’re not children’s stories. We saw some of the same things back in . . .” He hesitates, looks at Erin, then turns back to me. “Back where we come from.”
“So, you’ve seen them, then?” Erin asks as he leans over at Tommy. “Seen them vanish like they weren’t ever there.”
“Yeah, they . . . they teleport somehow.”
“Anytime you get close to them. Had my first run-in with one when we’d first settled down up north, at a military base. I was never sure what I saw, but it looked to me like she was digging around in the guts of the place, taking a look at the wiring or something.”
“Yeah, that’s about what I remember about the Angels, too.”
“Thing was, they never attacked us. Long as we stuck to ourselves, they paid us no mind. Not this one.” He shakes his head and looks up at the ceiling, like he’s actually terrified. “This one you’re talking about? She’s different. She comes from nowhere, just appears. I’ve lost God knows how many men to her. She takes them into the darkness, and you never see them again.”
“When did this start happening? Was there something that triggered it? Something you might have done?”
“Couldn’t tell you. It started happening not too long after I made the move south, after the Tank invited me to join up with her. We started getting reports at the fringes, from out west, of a creature in black. A monster who appeared from nowhere, with technology like nothing we have. A creature who can fly, appear and disappear when she wants, and leaves my people broken. Arms, legs, it doesn’t matter to her. When she doesn’t take them, she leaves them bed ridden for months. And when she leaves . . .”
“When she leaves? What then?”
“Her wings. Wings of fire. You can tell anywhere she’s been. She leaves a mark, scorched into the ground. Angel’s wings.” He looks my way. “If you were thinking she was one of ours, I hope you’ll kindly think again. She’s an angel like I’ve never seen. Something black. Something out to get us. The men have taken to calling her the Dark Angel. If you’re willing to put your men out there on the hunt for her, you won’t go alone. I’ll put my men on the line to bring that bitch down.”
I nod as I digest everything he’s saying. “I can’t authorize any militia operations without consulting the Advisory Council and War Council first. If this Angel really is a threat . . . Well, she hasn’t come to Central yet, but like I said, we do have stories about these creatures. I don’t usually talk about it because we don’t have any verification.”
“Oh, I’ll verify it for you.”
“Good. Good. Listen, I want you to talk to the Tank about all of this. About smoothing our relations, about finding these Angels. About making things more secure in this city. If there really are people out there with the kind of powers you’re describing . . .”
“We’ll need to work together to track them down.”
“Exactly.” I get up from my chair, and Tommy and Erin follow my lead. “You know, it’s ancient history now, but there was once a long dead leader who said, ‘I have returned with peace for our time.’ I can only hope we can follow in that man’s footsteps and create a peace between your people and ours.”
Erin reaches a hand out and grabs mine. “To better futures, Mr. President.”




Mike’s Recording 05
Can’t help but laugh when Mandy stares at the ceiling and tosses a puzzle piece at me. “I hate this.”
“Don’t give up, champ. Can’t win if you give up.”
“There’s got to be something like a hundred other things I could be doing that are less frustrating.”
“Nothing in life worth having that comes easy, though.”
“I don’t think this puzzle’s worth the work.”
I smile at her. “But there are plenty of things in life you do need to work hard at. How do you think we keep things safe around here?”
“You mean like when you go out into the Deadlands?”
“That’s right.”
“Like how you protected me and my sister.”
“Yeah. That wasn’t easy, was it?”
“No.” She sucks in a breath, and I can see her shake a little. “I think about it a lot. Living out there. Crossing the Deadlands. You know, I’d never left the colony before.”
“That’s what Cynthia tells me. You like living here in Central?”
“It’s nice not having to use the poles to keep the Creepers away. I remember when one of the repulsion poles broke down.” She looks away and shakes her head a few times. It looks like she’s having trouble breathing just remembering what happened. “I never saw my friends from that building again. We had a funeral for all of them, but there weren’t any bodies. Just one headstone for all of them.”
It gets me, right in the heart. “Kid. I’m sorry.”
“Cynthia thinks I don’t know what happened, but . . .” She shrugs. “I know what Creepers do, but I don’t want her being worried. That’s why I don’t talk about it.”
“Mandy. Hey. Anytime you need to talk, you got us. Okay? Nobody should keep that stuff to themselves, especially not little girls.”
“I’m not that little. Plus, I know the Creepers can’t get us here.”
“You’re right. Especially not with people like me and my friends on the job.” I say it with a smile and a flex of my muscles. “We’re tough. Promise you that I’ll always be watching out for you.”
“Thanks, Mikey.”
That’s when I hear a noise from the living room. I’ve barely got my head up before Cynthia walks into the room. “Mandy, are you giving Mike a hard time?”
“No, sis.”
“You’re not asking him to help you cheat with the puzzle, are you?’
“I did, but it’s not like he ever helps me.”
I shrug. “It’s true. Builds character.”
“I doubt it.”
“Well, that’s what my dad used to say.”
Cynthia drops onto the floor nearby and puts her cup on the coffee table. “Mandy, you’ve been here with Mike way too long. It’s time for you to go do your homework.”
Her eyes roll. “That’s the last thing I want to do.”
“Well, too bad. I heard you complaining about how hard the puzzle was, so now you can go try you luck with your math assignment.”
Mandy huffs as she gets up to leave. “Fine. Mikey, I’ll keep working on the puzzle tomorrow.”
I give her a thumb’s up as she’s walking out of the room. “Looking forward to it, kid.” As soon as she’s gone, I nod at Cynthia’s cup. “Took you a while to come back. Tea take that long?”
“No, not usually. I got distracted, that’s all. It’s just, I was just reading some of the news about yesterday’s attack. Mikey. You told me you were perfectly fine out there.”
“I was. Just, you know, things didn’t go so well with Mike and Dodger’s team.”
“I know you said Dodger got hurt, but how many people did you lose?”
When she asks, I can feel myself squint, like I’ve been shot at. “Must’ve been like, almost a dozen.”
“A dozen people? Out of how many who went?”
“Almost fifty.”
“Mike, that’s just not . . .” She looks down into her drink. “We can’t take hits like that.”
“Hey, I know we need to do better out there . . .”
“Yeah, Mike. We really do. We don’t have enough people here who can fight, not with the militia stretched out across the colonies. If we’re always losing that many, one day we won’t have anyone to protect Central.”
“It’s a problem. I know.”
“They’re talking about putting in a draft. I don’t want Mandy to have to go out there again if she doesn’t have to.”
“I get what you’re saying. Truth is though, we might not have a choice. When you’re out in the colonies, everyone’s got to fight. Here, people get comfortable. Start to forget how bad things still are in the world. As long as we can keep things safe here, we will, but there might come a time where we need to put more people in the field.”
“And what about getting help from Fort Silence?”
When she says it, I almost can’t answer for a second. “What . . . what did you say?”
“I know what you said about how much your friend, Jackie, would hate it, but . . .”
“Cynthia, Jackie was more than my friend. Okay? She’d flip if we made this place anything like how the Tower was run. I mean, you want me to turn my back on everything she did? You know she was one of the most important people I ever had in my life.”
“Well, today, right now, is she more important to you than Mandy is? Than I am?”
“What?”
“Because, I’m never going to ask you to let go of Jackie, but I’ve got to look out for Mandy. I know what Jackie was to you, but Mandy’s all I had after my parents died. I can’t just wait and see if things work out while everyone’s debating about whether to talk with Fort Silence or not. I know Mandy thinks everything’s safe because we live in Central now, but I know it wouldn’t take much to bring down the energy screen around the city. Then, what? The whole place would be a target for the Creep. We have to do something to make sure that doesn’t happen, and if that means working with the fort . . .”
She’s getting frustrated, and I almost want to jump across the coffee table and give her a hug. “Hey. Hey. I’m sorry. You’re right. Look, you’re right. Obviously, you know, I loved Jackie. She was closer to me than anyone. But you and Mandy . . . You’re with me. Today. I put my life on the line out there because I want you to be safe. If we have to think about talking with Silence . . .” I shake my head, ‘cause I still don’t think it’s a good idea. “It’s not off the table. I’d rather we try and find other solutions first, but if it comes down to it, then yeah, of course I’ll support an alliance. But I need you to know that nothing’s more important to me than you and Mandy being safe.”
She smiles. “I know that. I think sometimes, especially when we hear this really bad news, I just get nervous. I’ll go out to the Deadlands anytime Central needs me, Mikey. I’ve lived out there for most of my life, stitching people up or pulling bullets out of them. I don’t want Mandy to have to go through that.”
“I get it. This is about letting her be a kid.”
“Yeah. She’s already been through so much with mom and dad . . .” She laughs, even if there’s not a lot of joy in it. “Um, anyway. Have you heard from Dodger?”
“Oh. Nah, not yet. Course, from what I know, the wound wasn’t too serious. I know Tommy’s been wanting to stop in, but it’s been pretty busy for him since we got back.”
“Do you know if she’s hurting a lot?”
“Definitely, just, maybe not the way you think. Of course, the wound hurts, but a lot of the losses we took out there . . .” Thinking about it makes me look away for a second, out the window and into the city. “She lost a lot of people, and it’s just . . . It’s looking like it’s going to be really hard for her to bounce back from it. Dodger took it personal. Reminds me of how I took things when I lost my team, back in the Tower.”




Tommy’s Recording 09
The garrison hospital’s not exactly a place you want to spend your afternoon in, but it’s nicer than spending all day in the barracks. Air’s recycled constantly, so everything just smells clean. The halls are this perfect white, and the lights are turned up pretty high. It’s like walking into the afterlife or something. Not that I think Dodger cares too much about what it looks like in there. When she sees me, she looks fine, except for the medical pack sitting around her shoulder.
“They have you hooked up to something pretty fancy there.”
I’m just glad she smiles when she looks over at me. “What? This? Didn’t you know that all the cool kids are wearing these now?”
“That a fact?” I ask as I pull up a chair next to her. “Hey, I’m sorry I couldn’t be here after you got out of surgery. I had to be there when they talked to Erin, then after that, the president wanted me to stick around and talk . . .”
“It’s really not a big deal. They’ve just had me watching old movies since I woke up.”
“Anything good on?”
She shakes her head. “I don’t think I ever realized just how old the movies were that we watched back in the Tower. I was just thinking about that before you got in here.”
“Yeah, well, if we believe Jackie’s recordings, then most of the people who originally lived in there had to live off of old tech. All the good stuff went to the people with serious money.” I reach inside her bed and grab her hand. “Hey. So, everything went fine, right?”
“As far as I know. I mean, let’s remember I’m not a doctor. But, yeah. They took the bullet out. The biofoam I had shot into my arm kept me from bleeding out. Apparently, they had to string a couple of things together in there, but once they had all that done, they hooked me up to the machine.”
“Well, we’ve seen how well these machines work. Apeiron had good medical technology, you have to admit that. What’s it going to take for your cells to regenerate using this thing? A week maybe, tops?”
“Tommy.” She rolls her eyes at me. “Are you stressing yourself out about me?”
“My girlfriend did just get shot.”
“I think you mean your lieutenant got shot. You just happened to be dating her.”
“Well, I’d be worried either way.”
“I’m going to be okay, Tommy.”
“Yeah. Yeah, I know.” I lean in a little. “It’s just, you know, when we were evacing you out of the Deadlands, you were pretty . . . Well, you know.”
“Stupid, Tommy. I was talking stupid.”
“No. It’s a lot for anyone to handle when they lose a part of their team.”
“I just . . . I’d just been talking to her, you know? It’d just been, like, one day since we’d had this whole talk about what it takes to lead and how I still get scared when I’m out there.” She looks away. “Do we really have to talk about it? I just . . . I think I need more time to process before I get into it.”
“Hey. I can deal with that.”
Her eyes go back to me. “So, what’s going on with Erin?”
“Eh. President’s going to make a deal to supply the raiders with some food and water.”
“What? Why?”
“To get them into a truce with us. Erin claims the raiders who hit Proprietary Colony were working independently. They went in without orders. So, the Tank executed them.”
“Wow.”
“Yeah.”
“And everyone believes Erin?”
I chuckle. “Colonel Martin certainly doesn’t, and pretty soon, the president’s going to be getting into some fights with the councils about his decision.”
Dodger’s eyes go to the roof as she digests the news. “Yeah, I’d bet. That sounds . . . absolutely insane for him to agree to a truce, but the president’s been pretty good to us.”
“That’s what I said. That’s why I’m trusting him on this one.”
Dodger shakes her head for a second, and I can feel her squeezing my hand back. “It’s a little . . . little hard to accept that Erin’s just getting to walk after what happened out there.”
“I know. I didn’t think you’d like the news.”
“I mean, after what he did . . .” Her eyes are intense, and I can see her eyebrows tightening as she grits her teeth. It takes her a second, but she finally sucks in a deep breath. “Sorry. I just . . . Would you hate me if I asked to be alone for a little bit?”
“Of course not. I know things have been hard. But you know though, just give me the word, and I’ll string three chairs together in this room. Make myself a bed so I’m always here when you need me.”
“That’s so sweet. I think I’ll be okay though.”
“Just, need to make sure my girlfriend, and yes, my lieutenant, is doing okay.”
“I’m trying.”
“Alright. Well, you call me if you need me to swing by. I’ll be up late getting stuff ready for tomorrow.”
“What’s tomorrow?”
“The president wants me with him when he meets with the Advisory Council. They want to hear more about the situation. Colonel Martin will be there representing the War Council, so it’s going to be a packed room. I’m absolutely sure that there won’t be any arguing at this meeting.”
She laughs. “Good luck with that.”




Tommy’s Recording 10
When me and the president step into the council room, things are immediately uncomfortable. The whole council’s already seated around the table while Colonel Martin stalks around the shadows like a vampire. He’s looking at me like he wants to tear my head off for coming here with Branagh, but I’ve got a job to do. I get why the president likes having me around, I mean, it’s a spectacle. I’m the soldier who fought his way out of the Tower and now, conveniently, leads my own small part of the militia into battle. It’s a good headline for the press. That doesn’t mean Martin has to like it.
The president gives me a tap on the elbow before he makes his way to the head of the table. I just hang back, leaning up against the wall and watching everything that’s going on. Sixteen districts from around the island are represented. The colonies don’t get representation since not enough people live out there, but I guess the assumption is that one day, once they get big enough, we’ll have to expand the meeting room. Anyway, there’s more than a few faces I recognize. The president recognizes them, too. I wouldn’t call them troublemakers, but they like to give the president a hard time. They were big supporters of the last president, Nikola Dravic, and only voted in Branagh because the public pressure was so intense.
Tasha Bouley represents the Eastern Green District. It’s actually one of the most beautiful districts in the city and gets the benefit of being right next to the Green Zone. She’s always liked busting the president’s chops for every mistake he makes. Tasha’s family made it big centuries ago doing independent scavenging in the Deadlands for tech that was hard to find. Since then, they’ve managed to hold onto that wealth by restoring local manufacturing plants to produce electronics people around the city want. Then there’s Benjamin Katzman, from the Folly District. If there’s one place in all of Central to go, it’s Folly, so Katzman’s district soaks up a lot of the spare credits that pass for money in our era. Not surprisingly, there are some absolutely filthy rich people that live it up in Folly, and Katzman’s never struck me as the kind of guy to pass up on the more ‘explicit’ entertainment his district has to offer.
There are a couple of others I’m pretty familiar with there, too. Rosy Quintana comes from the Reprieve District. Once upon a time, it was the last line of defense against a particularly aggressive strain of Creep infesting the other side of the river. That’s how it got its name, from soldiers passing back into Central and getting their first rest there. The district’s not rich, and it’s definitely not pretty, so maybe that’s why Rosy’s become such a petty person over the years. She wasn’t a huge supporter of Dravic, but she absolutely hates Branagh. If it sounds like the council’s made of terrible people, well, it’s not. At least one person I’m close with, Michael Tan, is a pretty standup guy. He represents the Shoreline District. There’s not a lot to say about the place except it lives up to its reputation, bordering the west side of the island and across the river from the mainland. Nothing fancy, and Tan’s pretty down to earth. His family had it pretty decent operating the boating operations out there, until we lost our ports on the other side of the river. Tan’s a good guy though, and I like him. He can be as loud mouthed as the rest of them, but he actually backs the president on a lot of what he does. So, at least I wish him well in trying to get those ports reestablished at some point.
Of course, I can’t forget that Dravic’s there, representing the Western Green District. The wealthiest, least useful district on the island. It’s more than a little weird having the former president now sitting on the Advisory Council to the new president, when it used to be the other way around. Branagh started his career in the militia then moved to Civil Development before getting voted in as a representative for the Port District. The way I hear it, Dravic did not take it well when he was replaced by a guy twenty years younger than him.
Anyway, Branagh gets up in front of everyone and just gives them a wave. He’s never liked having a lot of formality with his presidency. Dravic used to come in with full military guard, if I hear right. Anyway, Branagh takes a seat and acts as if everything’s okay. “Good morning, everyone. I hope you all got a good night’s rest.”
Bouley’s the first to pipe up. “How could we when the president of Central Freedom released a known terrorist back into the Deadlands?”
“Well, that didn’t take long, now did it?” Branagh asks while forcing a laugh. “Okay, I’ll bite. How can I ease your mind, Tasha?”
“Perhaps by explaining why you decided to do this in the first place.”
“Well, that’s easy enough, and it’s a fair question. Because we’ve been going at it with the raiders ever since I can remember. Look, all of us know history’s fuzzy. Good records weren’t kept right after the Following Fall, and the best history we have of the postwar period only starts up about three hundred years ago. A lucky few people got settled here, on the island. The Green Zone helped us get a strong foothold, and ever since then, we’ve been able to prosper. Maybe we haven’t been able to expand as much as we’d hoped, but we haven’t gone extinct, and we’ve been able to put functioning colonies out there in the Deadlands.
Now, what about the raiders? We’re talking about the descendants of people who weren’t so lucky, who’ve spent the past five centuries looking for water stations and food stores across the city where they could scratch out a life for themselves. Now, what do we do? Hoard everything we have. Hell, I’m not surprised they resent us. I would too if I’d grown up across the river, wondering where my next meal was going to come from and knowing that there was enough food to go around just a few miles away.”
“But there isn’t enough food to go around, Mr. President, and that’s exactly my point. You act as if we can just afford to give away what we have for free.”
“I said no such thing. I never said I’d be willing to just let go of our food supply.”
“Yet you did exactly that when you let Erin Donoghue drive out of here with enough food to feed fifty of our soldiers, men and women who need that food if we expect them to be strong enough to defend our bridges.”
Branagh nods to her and holds a hand out. “Listen, I know how it looks. You don’t think I knew it would look bad? But someone’s got to reduce the tension between them and us. We’ve been in a holding pattern around Central Freedom for centuries. We’re not going to make significant expansion past our current colonies as long as we have the raiders sniping our supply lines, and us giving some food to Erin and his forces is a good start to making peace between our people. He’s even guaranteed to commit some of his forces to helping us track down this, uh . . .” He waves his hand around and actually looks embarrassed to say it. “This Dark Angel that’s making everyone nervous on the frontier.”
“Dark Angel.” She rolls her eyes and practically slams back in her chair. “If she even exists.” I see her lean further back and turn toward Colonel Martin. “Do we even have any intel on this Angel, colonel?”
Martin sighs like he’s tired and walks up to the table. “We forwarded a collection of all the information we currently have on the threat in question. If everyone would like to take a look at their tablets, you should have a file on hand in your mail. You can review it in further detail later, but in brief, we do have evidence of a uniquely powerful individual out there that is neither with us nor the raiders. We have testimony about Angels from both the terrorist leader, Erin Donoghue, and our own Captain Jones.” When he says my name, he looks my way, and it’s almost like he’s disgusted that he has to refer to me. “In addition, you’ll find testimony from our colonists in the Deadlands testifying about a black creature with wings of fire that’s been terrorizing people. Our own soldiers got a view of something in the skies during the recent expedition into the Deadlands. It wasn’t a Suicider or any kind of aircraft we can identify, and it left a trail of fire behind it. All the raiders seemed to have thought it was the creature we’re talking about. For now, we’ve gone ahead and labelled it the Dark Angel for use inside the militia, at least until we have a better handle on what we’re dealing with.”
“And this is all the information we have on the creature?”
“Ah, not exactly. Although the War Council’s been keeping it pretty close to the chest, we’ve received word of similar creatures around Central and in the colonies. The ones we’ve noticed are a little different, usually dressed in white armor and focused on investigating high tech areas of the island.”
Branagh raises a finger. “I just learned about this myself.”
That doesn’t seem to comfort Tasha, who looks ready to throw the table over. “And why the hell are we just being informed about this now?”
The colonel bows his head. “My apologies, madam representative. Militia intelligence was hoping to gather more information before making a presentation to the Advisory Council, but considering the current threat, I was authorized by the War Council to present what we currently had.”
“And that’s supposed to comfort me?” She turns back to Branagh as Martin vanishes back into the shadows. “So, now we’ve got raiders to worry about, and some new group of people that can apparently come and go off the island whenever they want. This is when you thought it was fine to ship our food out to the Deadlands?”
“In fairness, I didn’t really know about these creatures until halfway into my talks with Erin. Our deal came out the same way. We help him with some food, they help us track the creature down, and maybe we’re able to have peace out here for once.”
That’s when Representative Katzman bursts in from the back of the table. “You keep saying he’s going to help us. This man is a terrorist. How can you trust him?”
“Because at some point, we have to start trusting in each other, as human beings, if we’re ever going to fight back the Creep. Don’t take my word for it.” He motions toward me, and suddenly I get a sick feeling in my stomach. “Captain Jones here was shot in the leg by this man, but he’s still willing to give his full support to our alliance.” His eyes shoot to mine, and he just stares at me for this long, drawn out moment before asking, “Isn’t that right, captain?”
I see every head in the room look my way, including Colonel Martin’s. His eyes are practically burning through the shadows, but he’s not the only one who looks like he wants my head. Tasha Bouley looks ready to jump over the table and assault me. Well, her and half the council. I’m just stuck there for a second, looking from the president, to the colonel, and then to the council. Finally, Bouley flat out asks, “Well, Captain Jones? Can Erin Donoghue be trusted or not?”
I’m practically cursing up a storm in my head. I should’ve known better than to think Branagh just wanted me around for appearances. “Well, Representative Bouley, to answer your question . . .” I cough as I try to find some way to explain where I stand, except I don’t even know how to feel about the whole thing. “I, uh, I would say that we’ve all done a lot to hurt each other, on both sides. I don’t . . . I can’t say how trustworthy Erin is, but I think that people act in ways that will help themselves. If it seems like this alliance is going to help them, then I think the raiders will keep the peace.”
“You think?” She looks back at Branagh. “Frankly, Mr. President, I find this unacceptable. It’s a misuse of our resources, and it exposes our men and women to a terrorist who could turn his back on us at any time.” She turns to the council and looks ready to explode. “In the past forty-eight hours, we’ve had multiple casualties during a badly planned mission into the Deadlands, our food given away during an alliance with a known killer, and learned that we have some sort of spies traveling around Central threatening our technology. If this isn’t ground for a new vote for president, then I don’t know what is.”
That sends Branagh shooting forward. “Wait a minute. Be real clear about what you’re asking here, Bouley.”
“This isn’t a direct democracy, if I might remind you. We’re elected to represent our districts as best we can, and there’s no limit on our ability to recall a sitting president outlined in the city charter.”
“So this is what you want to do. Just because I made a decision you’re not happy with?”
“Because you’re playing with our lives!” She flips a hand toward Nikola, who until now’s been dead quiet. “We’re all aware that Representative Dravic’s administration was working just fine. We had the military support of Fort Silence, the raiders were kept at bay . . . If it weren’t for a few missing people . . .”
“A few missing people? For God’s sakes, Tasha, would you listen to yourself?”
“All I’m saying is I think it’s time we reconsidered your administration, and reconsider installing Nikola Dravic to the position,” she says as she looks back to the rest of the council. “Do I have a second on the motion?”
Rosy Quintana raises her hand. “The job of the president is to make sure our borders stay safe. I don’t believe you’ve been able to successfully show you can do that, President Branagh. I would support a move to reestablish the Dravic administration.”
“Thank you, Rosy,” Tasha gloats. “Is there reason not to proceed with a vote?”
And that’s when, after all that silence, Dravic coughs. He leans forward, until he can be seen under the light streaming down from the ceiling. “I object to the motion.”
That seems to catch Tasha off guard, and for the first time since she started talking, she hesitates. “Excuse me? Nikola, I was under the impression . . .”
Dravic shakes his head. “The office of president is much more difficult to occupy and so much easier to criticize. Ask yourself, why did you volunteer me for the role and not someone else?”
“I don’t . . .”
“Why not submit yourself for consideration, Tasha?”
“I’m not right for the job, Nikola. I don’t have the experience.”
“Few people do. We all know why I was asked to resign. People were going missing. The confidence of the colonies was shaken. Central Freedom was worried for its own security. You are correct that this is not a direct democracy, but we still must report to the people who elected us, and the truth is that all of Central’s belief in me had faded. Not so with the young president here. And why? Because he has served both the civilian arm and the military arm. He understands the consequence of being too geared toward war or being too lax in adopting a diplomatic approach.” He looks over at Branagh and nods. “I trust our president’s decision making. Another election right now would shatter our people’s confidence, especially since, may I remind you, this notion of a new election has not been previously discussed in our districts. Do we want our people to believe that they have no reason to trust our government?”
Everything goes quiet for a long time, until Branagh breaks the silence. “Well, Nikola, I have to say that I’m a little surprised by the tremendous confidence you’ve shown in me, but I appreciate it. Tasha, if you’d at least give me a little time to work through this alliance, I am completely confident that a new approach will help everyone in the region. We have to try something different, or we’re going to be caught in the same cycle of violence over and over.”
She shakes her head a few times. “If Nikola trusts your decision, then I will too. I withdraw my motion for a vote.” Tasha eyes him. “For now.”
“Fantastic. Well, if there’s nothing else on the table, I need to meet with some of my planners and figure out the next step in this new alliance. Thank you everyone for stopping in. You have my word that as soon as we have concrete plans in place, which should be no later than mid-week, that you’ll get an update on our next steps. Meeting adjourned.”
Everyone starts filtering out, and I can’t help but feel their eyes burning into me, especially Colonel Martin’s. Representative Tan lingers around while the president makes his way over. Soon, it’s just the three of us inside the council chambers, and Tan doesn’t hold back. “This is bad, Gabriel. You know that, right?”
Branagh smiles. “What? Nikola giving me his support?”
“You can joke, but let’s be clear. Nothing that man ever did while in power wasn’t calculated. I don’t trust him.”
“And you think I do, Michael? You think that I’m suddenly going to start handing out favors to his district just because he had my back on this?”
“That’s not what I’m saying, but don’t think that just because you’re suspicious of him that you’ve somehow got an advantage. He knows you don’t trust him. He’s already accounted for it. Now, I don’t know what he’s planning, but I’ve never known Dravic to just step away from power when it was offered to him.” He leans in close to the president and practically has his finger in his face. “Don’t let your guard down. I’ll always back you over him, but Dravic’s not someone you want to underestimate.” After that, he practically explodes out of the room, like he’s tired of just being there with us.
“Well, that went smoothly,” Branagh says as he looks over at me. “Thanks for having my back there.”
“How dare you?” I say it before I even realize I want to say it, and I’m left with my jaw hanging open. “I’m . . . I’m sorry, sir, I . . .”
“No. No, it’s fine. Spit it out. I deserve it.”
“It’s just, I feel like you used me back there.”
“I did.” He shrugs. “I’m sorry. I had a feeling this was coming, and you’re my trump card, Thomas. With your reputation and considering how much the troops like you, having you around’s an automatic boost to my popularity. I don’t know how else to put it.” He stops for a second and heaves out a sigh, his face flushing red when he does it. “I should have told you. Should have given you the opportunity to say no. I just . . . I didn’t want to risk it. It was a coward’s move.”
“No, sir, I get it. I get that politics isn’t like working in the militia. You’ve got to worry about polls and the press.”
“And you saw how they were ready to vote me out right now.”
“Yeah, obviously. Just, I might not like what I hear about Fort Silence, but I don’t trust Erin or his men, either. Sir, I was already down on the floor when he put a bullet through my leg. It’s not like it was accidental or I got clipped during the fight. He shot me at close enough range that I could have died. Mike had to save me while I was down. Otherwise, I might not be here.”
“Look, I’m not stupid. I don’t trust Erin either. Not completely. You were right about something though. People act in their own interests. Erin needs food, more than we need his weapons. But guess what though?”
“What?”
“I was right about something, too. We’ve been playing the same game with raiders for centuries. Now, they’re more organized and well-armed than ever. They’re stocked with more Furies and Suiciders than I ever saw as a part of the militia. You think that’s going to end with this new woman, the Tank, around?”
I suck in a breath. “I get it.”
“It’s not the Creep that’s going to kill off the last of mankind, not at this rate. It’s ourselves. Someone’s got to shift the gears around here.”
“Mr. President, I get it. We can’t always go it alone. We’ve got to trust each other.”
“Right. So, can I trust you, captain?”
“What do you mean?”
“I feel like something’s about to happen. We’re about to have a shake up around here, to the status quo. Central Freedom can’t stay a buffer between Fort Silence and the Tank forever. We’ve got to make a play for a peaceful resolution, or we’ll get caught in the middle of something. This is the only place in the entire world that’s still trying to carve out a normal life for everyday people, where they don’t have to worry about being drafted into the military or having to raid innocents for their daily food. That’s what makes this such an important moment. Can I trust you to give peace a chance while we have that opportunity?”
“Of course, sir. I might be able to fight but I’d rather find a way to keep the people I care about safe. If we can find a way to make everything work out . . . maybe even push back the Creep . . . then I’m all for it.”
“Good.” He reaches out and grabs me by the shoulder. “Glad to hear it. Now, come on. I need someone to share a drink with.”




Watson’s Recording 02
Lead researcher’s log. A personal note, to start.
This is utter rubbish.
First, they demand I simply produce repulsion poles by the dozens, as if I can manufacture them whole cloth from thin air. Nonsense. Simply nonsense. Then, they want me to produce a full report on these Angels. Absolutely, entirely, completely divorced from reality, that’s what this . . . this . . . Advisory Council is. Still, ah, still, it is not without its merits. Hm, yes, it is fascinating to think upon, what these Angels might be.
The reports they’ve compiled here in Central are scant. It seems most likely that I’ll have to fold in my own personal research with theirs, which is to say, I’ll have to discuss my observations from the Tower. That will be, ah, difficult, to say the least. Considering how spotty my memory is in almost all circumstances, it will be hard to discuss these creatures at any length. Although, I suppose I can try.
They are, of course, humanoid. Standing slightly taller than the average human, usually between six feet and seven feet tall, and always wearing white. Most curiously, they are all women. All eyewitness reports and every instance I can recall showed them to be female. At least, from a superficial glance. The specifics of their biological anatomy are obviously impossible to determine without a personal examination.
Now, for their technology. The suits they wear are reminiscent of old Apeiron technology. The most advanced form of Security suits. If what they wear is indeed some evolution of those older suit models, then it is likely they are bullet resistant and self-repairing. That would make them Pocket Space powered, which would help to explain the ability of these Angels to teleport between locations the way I witnessed in the Tower. Of course, such things should be impossible. Human insertion into Pocket Space is fatal in nearly 99.99% of cases. Yes, there were isolated individuals who were capable of using Pocket Space to travel between locations . . . space skipping, that’s what they called it . . . but there is no precedent for using Pocket Space as a transportation medium at this scale. Though, I suppose in the five hundred years since the Fall, technology may have improved enough for them to perfect teleportation.
As for their habits, of course, it is quite easy to understand what they are after. They plunder the world for suitable technology, or at least to assess how it functions. To what end? Heh. I only wish I could say. It is perhaps one of the greater mysteries left to us out here in the world. We have no means of tracking their energy signatures. They are, after all, using technology far beyond our capabilities. Which isn’t to say I don’t have my theories, of course. What reputable scientist would not venture a guess as to the origins of these impressive beings?
They seem to be singularly obsessed with exploring the status of the world’s technology. They do so in the Towers, but also throughout the Deadlands. After all, the Tower from which I departed is nearly two hundred miles away. Quite obviously, they have access to all sections of the city. Still, they must have some central location from which they are conducting their operations. A home base from where they can coordinate their work. Therefore, I propose that wherever they come from must be a powerful source of Pocket Space energy. Much like the Tower contained an engine that drew upon Pocket Space, the home of these Angels must have something similar. Perhaps they even come from a Tower all their own. Regardless, if there is an active source of great Pocket Space energy out there, we should be able to find some way to track it. I will begin work on just such a device immediately, in my spare time, between manufacturing all these damnable poles.
Ah, yes, before I forget. A comment about the Dark Angel, which the Advisory Council requested. I’m unsure what to think of her, but of course, the council believes I’m capable of assessing her technology without having so much as seen it. On the basis of such wild demands, I judge the council to be composed almost entirely of lunatics. However, I would be lying if I said I was not intrigued by the prospect of analyzing the Dark Angel’s suit. That will have to wait for another time, however.
Personal Recording of the President, Gabriel Branagh 03
When you get calls for you to step down for a position you’re voted into, it can really hit your confidence. I’m no different from any other person in that regard, so the meeting with the council has me on edge, and that’s before I get told that we have a convoy inbound to Central Primary from Fort Silence. The news is enough to make me want to have an early morning drink, but that wouldn’t be smart. So, I do the only thing I can do. I head out there, with Colonel Martin at my back, and greet them. I will say this for Fort Silence though. They do know how to impress. The convoy pulls up in a few repulsion powered personnel transports, hovering above the ground and stacked on top with the types of heavy guns and rocket launchers that could take out a few platoons of men.
When the transports settle to the ground and the back doors open, a stream of soldiers come filing out and forming a path toward our building. Their discipline is impressive, and in-between them walks a thin man, short and not what I’d consider fighting material. Not superficially, I mean, if you can do the job then you can do the job. But no, he comes up, shoves a hand my way and gives me the most two-timing smile I’ve ever seen outside of the Advisory Council. “President Branagh. My name is Edward Malloy, special envoy from Fort Silence.”
I give him a firm grip and put just enough sauce in it to make sure he knows not to play games with me. “Good to see you, Mr. Malloy. How can Central Freedom be of service?”
“May we take a seat somewhere? I have a few matters I’d like to discuss.”
“Of course,” I say as I wave him into Central Primary. Even as we’re going up the stairs, I can’t help but admire the place. Primary’s been with us since the Following Fall, and it’s where humanity started rebuilding its government. Carved out of an old library, it became our source of knowledge about humanity’s past, its literature and beliefs. And that Old World architecture. Nothing quite like it. The paintings staring down from the ceiling and the chandeliers dangling from the roof . . . You can tell the place is old, much older than the rest of Central. We eventually added the garrison onto Central Primary, reclaiming some of the surrounding buildings and repurposing them for troop housing, weapons and vehicle storage, that sort of thing. After that, we connected them with surrounding walls to defend against any potential invasion. But, all of that’s military stuff. When you’re in Primary, you get a feel for the sort of ambitions mankind used to have, what it dreamed of being. Something greater than the sum of its parts. This library once represented mankind’s pursuit of knowledge, something no other creature does.
At any rate, we get Mr. Malloy into one of our conference rooms and settle in as soon as we can. “I hope this will do, Mr. Malloy.”
His eyes go to the screen along the back. “Your screen isn’t connected to any critical systems, is it? I’d like to plug in a data chip so you can review some information.”
“No, nothing critical. Thanks for asking.” I look over at Martin, who looks as impatient as ever. “Let’s take a seat so the good man can make his presentation. What do you say, colonel?”
Martin gives me a side eye that’s always common with him. It’s not that he doesn’t like me. It’s more that Martin is deeply suspicious of everyone. I can appreciate that, at the same time that it annoys the hell out of me. Still, he takes a seat near me before I motion to our guest. “I look forward to hearing what you have to say, Mr. Malloy.”
“I look forward to presenting it,” he says with half a bow. “As you well know, relations between Central Freedom and Fort Silence have been rather chilly since your administration came into power.”
“Well, that tends to happen when someone’s trying to persuade us to give up our democratic republic. I promise you, I already have enough people in my own government trying to get us to do that.”
“Yes, well, I am here on behalf of Supreme General Yousef Suliman to extend an olive branch, a sign of peace between you and us.”
“And why is that?”
“Let’s not lie to one another, Mr. President. This deal would be mutually beneficial. Central Freedom is the leading producer of food in the entire region. As it currently stands, our closest supply of sustainable food is an hour north of Fort Silence, through heavily infested parts of the city. Although we have the firepower to keep our convoys secure, it’s still a danger traversing the area for a food supply that is, how to put it? Meager, at best. The farmlands we’ve been able to cultivate are barely enough to keep our forces fed. This deal could rectify that and, in addition, provide you the necessary military force you need to deal with this so-called Tank.”
“I have a deal in place with the Tank already, actually. One that could help us put some peace between us and the raiders.”
“You mean to say you’ve met her?”
I stumble a bit when he asks that. “Well, the Tank herself, no. I’ve dealt with the leader of Erin’s Army acting as one of her head military minds.”
“Oh, I see. I see, I see.” That ratty smile of his splits open, and I can see his mind going to work. “Well, that’s just the thing, then. You talked to Erin. Erin is a recent arrival in the south. The Tank has been marshalling her forces for far longer than he’s been in the area, finding and opening both Carthage weapons stockpiles and Apeiron military reserves.”
“We can handle some Furies and Suiciders.”
“Perhaps. But can you handle tanks? Or suits of powered armor?”
That does get my attention, and my eyes pop open when he says those words. “Come again?”
“Tanks and power armor, Mr. President.” He turns around and flips on the screen. He’s right. The first few images are of tanks rolling through the Deadlands. The next few are of giant suits of armor, maybe around eight feet tall, pulling up the rear. Immediately, I shoot a look over at Martin.
“Is this something you forgot to brief us on, too?”
But here’s the thing. Even the colonel looks dumbfounded. He looks just as shocked as I do to see what’s on the screen. “Err, no, nothing like this. But, let’s be clear, the intelligence and surveillance systems we have in place here are not up to the standards of those employed at Fort Silence.”
Malloy nods. “Of course not. That was a part of our split, after all. We took the lion’s share of the superior weapons and surveillance technology.”
When those words come out of his mouth, I just want to wring him by his scrawny neck. “This sounds a lot more like blackmail than a negotiation, if I’m going to be perfectly honest. You come in here and threaten us with these images of war machines at the same time that I’ve just started trying to make peace with the Tank.”
“Ah, yes. That brings me to my next point. You’ve been so enthused by this idea of making peace with her.” He flips a button on his remote, and the images switch. “Do you truly think this woman will make peace with you?”
The second I lay eyes on her, I have to admit, I’m a little . . . shocked, is the word. She’s standing at the center of maybe a half dozen raiders, and she’s clearly more than a head taller than the rest of them. The woman’s got more muscle than I’ve seen on most men, and her jaw’s set like a rock. Her head’s topped off with this shock of white hair that forms a flat top, almost like a mohawk. The tank top she’s wearing shows off every inch of muscle that’s bulging out of her frame, but it’s not just the muscle that’s got my attention. It’s the different parts of her arms. Parts of her shoulders. Places where the skin ends and metal plates begin, or where thick steel fibers replace her muscles. “What the hell is this?”
“Half woman, half machine. An augmented human being with several times the strength of any normal person.”
“Where did she get the technology to do that?”
“You see your dilemma,” Malloy says, and he’s not smiling any more. “Mr. President, I understand things have been relatively peaceful here in Central Freedom for some years. The advantage of your bridges has kept the bulk of any raiders away, and your colonies have benefited from the Raiders being loosely organized until recently. Our times are changing though, and these are no longer than Deadlands of centuries past. The Creep is a threat that will always be with us, but now we have an enemy who’s accessed a significant weapons stockpile and technology of staggering complexity. We are in an arms race, President Branagh. Fort Silence is doing everything it can to uncover its own stores of weapons and technology, but we’re playing catch up. We want . . . We need your support to be successful. Without having to constantly divert forces to resupplying, we could focus on finding other weapons reserves around the city.”
While he’s talking, I realize there’s someone else in the picture. She’s hunched over in a wheelchair, with a hood pulled down over her face. Her skin’s tinted just a little, like she’s turning a shade of orange, and I can see . . . well, something along her jaw line. Almost  . . . I could swear it looks like a tendril. “Who’s that?” I ask, pointing at the photo. “The girl in the wheelchair. Erin told us something about the Tank having a sister.”
“Ah, yes. The young woman behind her is, indeed, her sister, so far as we know. We don’t know much about her or where they came from, but as long as they’ve been in public together, the Tank has always been the dominant figure while her sister seems to have been severely injured at some point in the past. At least, injured enough to keep her off her feet.”
Martin leans over to me. “Mr. President, I think it’s best we have a discussion about this news. If only to reconsider our current decisions.”
“Right. You’re absolutely right.” I look up to Mr. Malloy and signal to the door. “I think I need to take some of this information to the councils. We’ll be happy to set you and your men up with a room for the evening.”
He gives me one last flash of that ratty smile. “Quite appreciated, Mr. President.”




Mike’s Recording 06
Grabbed food with Tommy today. In town, not at the garrison. There’s a place along the Green Zone where we eat once in a while. The government provides a basic amount of food for everyone week to week, but we can afford to dine out once in a while from the credits we make as part of the militia. The diner we drop into’s good. Not Cynthia good, but good enough. Tommy grabs a mushroom burger and I get by on fried eggplant. Overall? Not bad. But yeah, we probably split about ten minutes of chit chat before he looks me dead in the eyes, like he needs to get something off his chest.
“Mikey,” he says, and just by the tone, I know it’s not going to be a chill conversation. “We’re getting sent out soon. I need you to keep it quiet because the Advisory Council’s not supposed to know, but the president wants to try and get us out there hunting for the Dark Angel. Again.”
“Why’s the council not supposed to know?”
“President wouldn’t tell me. Apparently, that convoy that came in from Fort Silence was carrying some intel. Branagh said he couldn’t go into it, but he was pretty sure the War Council would make another push to break the treaty if they learned what he knew. The president wants to prove we can trust the rebels before the council gets a chance to cancel the alliance. Apparently, the Angel’s been seen even closer to Central, and it’s got a lot of people spooked. We’ve been getting lots of reports about fire in the sky, people disappearing, that sort of thing. The president wants to get this dealt with.”
I’m scarfing down half an eggplant when he drops all this on me. “Damn. Well, you know me, Tommy. Anything you need, I’m there. You want me on your team? I’ll be at the head of the line. I L-T for you all the time, so I’ve got no problem heading back into the Deadlands.”
“No, I know that, Mikey,” he says while almost laughing. “You don’t need to convince me.”
“Well, with half the stuff you have to deal with, I figure you need to know someone’s got your back.”
“I appreciate it. Really. But, if I’m being honest . . .” And this is where I can tell something’s real wrong, because Tommy takes a second to figure out what he wants to say. “What I really wanted to talk to you about was what you’d want to do if we ever did end up siding with Fort Silence.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, if this place ever started turning into a place like the Tower, with everyone always having to watch over their shoulder, would you want to keep staying?”
I have to put my fork down at this point and lean in, because I’m not sure I understand what I’m hearing. “Just, ease my mind, Tommy. You talking about leaving?”
“Not . . . necessarily.”
“You’re talking about leaving.” Don’t mean to, but I feel my voice drop to a whisper. We’re tucked into a corner in the middle of an empty dining room, and I still feel like I have to keep this quiet. “What’re you thinking?”
“I’m thinking that when we first came down that Tower, it was to find food for the people back home and to rescue any Scavengers that were trapped on the lower floors. We did that. Afterward, we made another promise.”
“You don’t have to say it.”
“We promised Jackie—”
“Damn it, Tommy, I told you, you don’t got to finish it.”
“It’s just, Dodger was talking about wanting to see her family again at some point, and if this place becomes anything like the Tower, we’re not going to have a lot of chances to go finding a solution to the Creep.”
“Don’t think I get that? Don’t think I understand the problem of living under dictators? Or, do I have to remind you that I was a Scavenger a while before you were. I was exploring those lower floors right alongside Jackie, so don’t drop her name on me because you want to guilt me on getting out of here.”
“Whoa. Hey.” He holds his hands up. “Mikey, I’m sorry, man. That’s not how I meant to come across, but I probably did mention her to . . . I don’t know. To get you to think about my side.”
“I think about it, man,” I tell him while I’m straining my hair through my fingers. “Sorry, it’s just, I get it. People out here . . . They don’t. They don’t understand what it’s like having to watch everything you say or having to act a certain way if you don’t want to get punished. Having to be exactly how the world wants you to be if you want to survive. I don’t want that here.”
“Well, if we can’t get some results out of our alliance with the raiders, the Advisory Council might make this an issue again. I’m not saying we need to start getting ready to get out of here, not right now, but I just think we should have a plan in case we need to.”
“Tommy. It’s easy for you to say that. If you want to pick up and leave, Dodger can come with you. She can survive out there in the Deadlands.”
I see his eyes drop. “You’re thinking about Cynthia.”
“Thing is, Cynthia might be able to cut it out there. She’s no soldier, but she’s tough. Mandy though? You think the world out there’s a place for a twelve-year-old girl?”
“We could . . . I don’t know. Leave them in the colonies?”
“Maybe. If Fort Silence is as bad as we keep hearing, you think they won’t lock down on those, too?”
“I don’t know. I guess . . . I guess I didn’t think about it.”
“I have been. Too much, ever since Cynthia told me she’d be okay partnering with the fort if it meant keeping Mandy safe.”
“She told you that?”
“And to be honest? How can I blame her? They already lost their parents. What am I supposed to do, ask them to follow me out there into the Deadlands? Put their lives at risk again?” I heave out because the topic does stress me. “I loved Jackie, Tommy. Not, like, I was in love with her, even if we all know I had a thing for her for the longest time. But I loved her. It’s just . . .” I suck in a breath as I say it. “It’s almost been a year, man. A year since she died. I can’t . . . I can’t keep fighting for her at this point, not after all this time. I’ve got someone now, someone that makes me feel like the best person I can be. For better or worse, my home’s here. I’d love to get back out there and finish the fight. Find the solution to all this. And Tommy, I would. I’d go back out as long as I knew Cynthia and Mandy were safe. If you can find a way to make sure they are . . . I’ll be right there with you.”
“I get it,” he says as he’s shaking his head. “I really do, Mike. I guess, sometimes it feels like Jackie is there, in the back of my head. Half the time, I feel like I was just talking to her yesterday.”
“I feel you.”
“I mean, I can literally hear her voice sometimes, like we’re still joking in the hall. But . . . you’re right. Maybe I can’t keep fighting for her. But, I’ve still got to do it for Dodger. Just the same way you’d stay here because you think it’d be best for Cynthia, I’d have to go.”
“My man, I think we’ve got a long way to go before that happens. I hope, anyway. Let’s . . . Yeah, let’s talk it out a bit more at some point. What the long-term plan is. Me, you, Dodger. Plus the doc.”
That makes him laugh. “Doctor Watson. Yeah, guess we can’t leave him behind, can we.”
“Something’s up with that dude, Tommy. Not sure what it is, but somewhere in that brain of his, I think there’s some way he’d be able to find out how all this got started.”
“I guess that’s just one more thing we’ll all have to talk about.”




Dodger’s Recording 06
When Tommy knocks on the wall and pops into the kitchen, I almost snap my head up. “What? Is something wrong?”
“Hey, hey. Everything’s peaches. I just swung in to let you know you have a guest.”
“Ooh. A guest?” I’ve barely got the words out of mouth before I see someone behind him. She’s instantly recognizable. I mean, the girl’s got the silkiest black hair I’ve ever seen. “Yazzie?”
She smiles at me. “Hey, lieutenant.”
Tommy waves at me. “I’ll let you two talk. I’ve got stuff to do, but I’ll be in the other room.” He takes one look at her and smiles before walking way. “Good to see you, Yaz.”
“You too, captain,” she says with a polite bow of her head. Yazzie’s always been super deferential, always thinking she has to be overly polite about everything. Still, I love the girl. “Can I sit with you?”
“Can you?” I wave to the chair next to me. “You think I like sitting by myself in the kitchen?”
“No, I guess not,” she says between a laugh. She’s in that chair pretty quick, like she doesn’t want to inconvenience me by sticking around too long. “It’s really good to see you, lieutenant.”
“Dodger. Please, just call me Dodger. We’re not on duty, and I’m not going back out again until I’ve gotten completely fixed up.”
“Your arm is still hurting?”
“Yeah, like someone’s pushing a hot piece of metal into it. It’s not all the time, but it still gets pretty bad every once in a while. The docs gave me some meds to deal with that, but it’s not always great at reducing the pain.”
“I . . . I can only imagine. I’ve never been shot.”
“Lucky you, believe me. I wouldn’t wish this on anyone.”
“Everyone’s been worried about you, you know.”
It gets a quick laugh out of me. “Why? That makes no sense. You’ve got other people who can fill in for the team.”
“Yeh, but they’re not you.”
“I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.”
She takes a long second before saying anything else. It’s like waiting on someone to shoot me. Again. “Before she. . . passed . . . Gomez told me what she told you. About how we felt about you.”
“What? That I was an intimidating horror beast from the depths of the Tower?”
It gets a smile out of her. At least it gets one out of me, too. “We weren’t intimidated of you just because of that. It was part of it, but not the only thing.”
“Then what, then?”
“You intimidated us because you were so good at what you did.”
“So good at what I did?” My eyes roll so hard, I make my own head hurt. “Was it almost getting you killed or actually getting Gomez blown up that made you feel that way?”
“No. It was all the times you saved our lives. It was how good you were with a gun. It was how you knew how to plan.”
“I must have been somewhere else when all that happened, because I don’t seem to recall . . . any of it, really.”
“Dodger, we were all together when we went northwest on that mission, to the Minnewaska Preserve. To the water refinery.”
When she says it, I suck in a breath. “The time when Tommy got shot in the leg. By Erin.”
“I know you don’t give yourself a lot of credit, and honestly, I think it’s one of the only reasons we were never completely afraid of you. You’re so . . . human. But the truth is, you make decisions that need to get made. How much do you remember about what happened up there?”
“Honestly? I think I try and forget most of it.”
“You shouldn’t. We don’t. We all still talk about it, us in the militia. If it hadn’t been for you, Captain Jones wouldn’t be alive. A lot worse would have happened to him than just being shot.”
“That . . . that’s not true. Mike saved him. We were all there. Mike’s the one that came in with his team and forced Erin off.”
“You got Mike there. If you don’t give Gomez the order to take a sniping position, Mike stays pinned down by raiders. If that happens, Tommy never gets saved. You’re the one who made the calls that saved him. It was your plan.”
She’s saying all this to me, and I just . . . I start to remember it. Maybe I just don’t think much about the fights we fight. I really don’t like to. She’s right, though. I was trying to get to Mike to help, but I split up the team. I sent Gomez and some of her people up a ridge while I took everyone down into the valley. While I held off more raiders, Gomez freed up Mike. Her and her people shot through a dozen attackers from their place on the hill, and that got Mike free to rush down to rescue Tommy.
“We needed to be in two places at once,” I finally say. “That’s why I sent the team in two directions. When I got to where Mike was, he was about to get pinned on two sides. His whole team would’ve just been slaughtered. I helped keep the rear safe while Gomez cleared the way forward.”
“Dodger, we lost people that day, too.”
“Yeah. Alia Jennings. Thomas Marshall. Good . . .” I feel the corners of my eyes burning. “Just good people.”
“And why is that any different than what happened in the Deadlands?”
“Because . . .” I can feel my voice breaking even while I’m talking. “Because the people we lost weren’t mine. They were Mike’s, or Tommy’s, but . . . not mine. And they weren’t Gomez. Gomez . . . She trusted me. She talked to me, like a . . . a friend.”
“Because you were friends. But you weren’t just friends. You were her L-T. She would have done whatever you asked, not because you were friends, but because it was her responsibility. Even if she knew it was a one-way trip, she still would have gone. Do you know why?”
“No.” I just shake my head. “Why?”
“Because she wasn’t just fighting for you. She was fighting for me. For Mike. For the captain. All of us. She trusted you to make the right decision for all of us, not just for her. And you did. Nine times out of ten, she comes back alive. She didn’t this time, not because you made the wrong call, but because you made the right one. You saved the rest of the team.”
“I just . . .”
“Lieutenant.” She stresses the word, like she needs to remind me who I am. “You can put anyone else on that team to lead us, but they’ll never be you. We’ll do our jobs regardless of who’s there. But . . . we want you back. Everyone wants you to know that. We know how much you’ve been hurting about this, but we don’t want to head back out there without you. Not if we don’t have to.”
When she says that, my eyes suddenly snap up. “You’re getting deployed?”
“Word is the War Council wants to move onto a second search for this Dark Angel as soon as possible. Everyone thinks they’re just testing to see if the alliance will hold up with the raiders. Maybe, but like I said, it’s our jobs. We’ll do it because we have people to protect.”
“I know. I know.” I suck in hard, until my lungs feel like they’re sizzling, then release. “Okay. Okay. I . . . I need time though, Yazzie. I mean, I haven’t even talked to . . . Haven’t said anything to her family. To any of their families. I need to do that. I don’t think I can really put it behind me if I don’t. Plus, I still have this,” I say with a nod to my shoulder. “I need my arm to clear up before I can even pretend like I can hold a rifle. After that . . .” I shake my head while I’m sucking for air. “After that, I promise, I’m going to try my best. Really.”
“Thank you. Dodger. The team does miss you, but . . . I miss having you around too. It’s not the same with you gone.”
My eyes are still stinging when she says it. “Thanks, Yazzie.”
Tommy’s Recording 11
Walking through the city’s a completely different experience from riding around in a military transport or flying over it in a Vertwing. You kind of get a sense of the history of the place when you’re on the ground. Just, pounding the pavement with these huge skyscrapers on all sides . . . it impresses me every time, and I lived in the biggest Tower of them all. It’s more than the skyscrapers though. When the city builders built the place, they left a lot of the old architecture around. So, yeah, you do see towers rising to the clouds on all sides, but you’ve also got all these older buildings around. They’re made of brick and concrete, with steps leading into the doorways or dropping beneath street level to what used to be restaurants or bars.
My favorite part about walking the city’s imagining what it was like when it was really alive. Standing at the crosswalks, you can see for miles into the distance, with buildings framing the street on both sides. I always think, when I’m there, that it would’ve been an incredible place to live before the Creep. In my head, I imagine all the cars that would’ve been driving by while huge crowds of people walked to work. Or, headed to the subway. Even though all the subway tunnels are sealed up these days, once upon a time, people used them to get all around town.
Branagh looks at me and smiles. “It sure would have been something, wouldn’t it?”
“Excuse me, sir?”
“No formalities, Tommy. You’re not on duty, and I’m not acting as the president right now.”
“Oh, right. Sorry, I just get so caught up in—”
“In all the political and military garbage. I know. We all do.” He takes a deep breath as he looks around. “Even in her heyday, the people who lived in this city got rid of most of nature. Sure, they kept rows of trees, small parks . . .” He smiles. “And of course, the Green Zone. Almost everything else was paved over though. The older buildings, like the one you were assigned to, were originally built of brick and mortar. Later, they built over most of those original structure. Made them stronger and taller, with steel and concrete.”
“I’ve noticed that. I’m guessing the city didn’t want to make the investment in tearing the buildings down altogether.”
“They didn’t have to. The new frameworks they built around the old buildings held up all the new floors they built on top of them.”
“They built onto the old skyscrapers too though, right? Made them even taller?”
“Where they could. Buildings that tall, sometimes they were only designed to carry so much weight. The thing is, the wealthy get what they want. When push came to shove, those towers came down so newer, bigger ones could replace them. We still have photos of the place from before the renovations.”
As we’re crossing the street, my eyes go to tops of the towers. A lot of them rise so far up into the sky, it’s almost impossible to see where they end. “I can’t even image how much it must’ve taken to get that done. You’re talking about manpower, engineering . . .”
“And power. But most of all, money,” he says with a smile. “The sort of money Apeiron was bringing into the city. Enough to make a city that was already gigantic in size even larger than it once was.” His finger goes to the sky, to one of the skybridges crisscrossing between the buildings. “Those didn’t exist once, not before the renovations. Only after Apeiron came out with, I don’t know, some sort of energy field that kept people from tumbling over the sides did they build those.”
“The old pictures have cars flying in the air.”
“The birth of repulsor technology. I suppose the city thought it would be a good way of relieving street congestion, with as many cars there were on the road. That just made more congestion in the sky, but it’s one hell of a sight to see in photos. Lines of cars flowing through the sky in rows over rows, rising up into the air. Amazing.”
We start to pass underneath trees that are growing out of the concrete, from penned in areas where their ancestors were originally planted centuries ago. It makes me smile. “Central Freedom in the Fall, am I right?”
“I love this city, Tommy, more than I could describe. I was born on the riverside, Port District, in a row of homes that obviously weren’t much of a priority for the city government. Maybe that’s why so much of what I do is about the everyday person. Not the district representatives or the generals on the War Council. They’ve got it as good as anyone can have it in the world we’ve inherited. But the thing is, from everything we read in the history books we’ve managed to preserve, it’s obvious that there are always people who get left behind. Looks like the Bible was more than a little accurate when it said, ‘The poor will always be among you.’ They existed five hundred years ago, and we still have them, even today.”
“That wasn’t any different in the Tower. On Floor One, nobody had to worry about the Creep. They basically did their jobs, tripped out on drugs at the end of the day, and never had to worry if something would kill them overnight. Everyone living on the lower floors . . . Well, if the Creep didn’t kill you, then Security might kidnap you for what was basically a brainwashing.”
He shakes his head as we keep walking beneath the boughs of the trees, a cool wind sweeping down between the buildings. “We’ve never had it that bad here. The Creep has never been able to make it over the bridges. Although, when people started disappearing, under Dravic’s presidency . . .”
“Yeah, what exactly was going on there? Nobody seems to know anything about it.”
“Dravic’s got twenty years on me. He’s a wily old goat, but he’s not stupid. If he was involved with those disappearances, we’ve never found any evidence of it. Personally . . .” Branagh cocks his head and sighs. “It’s the world we live in. The simplest explanation is that it was the Creep. We’ve never found anyone who went missing, and we’ve never found so much as a trace of evidence to put us on their trail.”
“So, you think that they were just in the wrong place at the wrong time? That they might have gone out past the bridges and gotten swallowed alive?”
“Best I can figure. I heard about that sort of thing happening growing up. Now, the disappearances got out of control under Dravic. That’s why he was pushed out of power and I was elected, so the first thing I had to do was get security tightened up. It’s the same reason it’s harder to get on and off the island these days. We just take more precautions.”
I take a deep breath as I enjoy the breeze brushing on my face. “But you still don’t trust Dravic.”
“I don’t. His ties to the old general at Fort Silence, and to the current general, Yousef Suliman, have always bothered me. It’s hard to manage his personality in the Advisory Council, and it’s difficult stay on top of all their complaints. So, lately, I’ve been thinking I might need some help in the job.”
“Help? Like a personal assistant or something?”
“No, not quite. More like someone who could manage the council for me. From time to time, I mean. Someone who could take their questions and make things happen for them. They’re always asking for help in their districts, and the people deserve it. It just gets tough staying on top of all their requests as just one man.”
“I’m guessing you’ve already got someone lined up for the job. You never seemed like the kind of person to just let these ideas slide.”
He looks at me from the corner of his eye and grins. “That’s just the thing, Tommy. You’ve already helped me out with the council before. I thought you might want the job.”
My eyes shoot to him when he says it. “What? You want me to go into politics?”
“Why not? You’re popular with the militia. I’m not going to lie, but that would be a big help in keeping the support of the War Council on our side. You managed to climb down a Creep infested Tower, so you’re obviously a leader. You can think on your feet, and you’ve already shown you can field questions from the council.”
“You’re exaggerating, Mr. President.” I stop and shake my head. “Gabriel. I don’t have the experience, and I . . . I’m not nearly prepared for that kind of responsibility.”
He stops and reaches a hand out to me, his fingers wrapping on my shoulders as we stand there on the pavement. “Neither was I when I was asked to be president. I was chosen because I was a war hero with civil work experience. They wanted a puppet, and instead they got, well, me.” He smiles as he shakes my shoulder a little. “And you and all your friends had some real mind games played on you while you were growing up. Almost feels like all of you are constantly underestimating how talented you actually are. If I’m going to be honest with you, though?”
“Absolutely. Please. What’s the real reason you want me aboard?”
“I need a friend in this role, Tommy. Someone I can trust. I never intended to work with you as often as we’ve ended up doing over the last year, but it happened. And, here’s the thing. You believe in the importance of protecting people against tyranny, and you know how important every person in this city is. From the weakest to the most powerful, everyone living here deserves a chance to pursue their own happiness. I could really use a person with your moral fiber down in the trenches with me.”
I don’t know how to react. I’m just standing there, probably looking like an idiot in the middle of the sidewalk, with the president of Central Freedom clutching my shoulder and staring at me with, I don’t know, hope in his eyes. To my left and right, I can hear people talking as they walk by, going to their homes or heading to work while I stand there under a canopy of orange leaves. The problem is, I know it’s important to him, but I just don’t know if I can actually do it. Then again . . . I also think that he’s right. That I do want to take care of the people in Central. Every person in Central, and especially the little guys.
His hand drops from my shoulder, and he reaches his hand out to me. “What do you say, Tommy? Are you ready to make this world a better place to live in?”
I look him dead in the eyes as I reach my hand to grab his, the two of us shaking on it as I finally let a huge smile across my face. “I’d be honored. I’ll do whatever it takes to make this a better place to live.”
“I know you will, son. That’s why I asked for your help. I believe in your ability to do this, Tommy.”
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It’s the waiting that kills me, I think, when I’m standing in front of the apartment where Linda’s parents live. I’m just there, waiting, for them to answer the door. I’ve never felt comfortable in my dress uniform, with the suit jacket and formal pants. Not to mention the military hat. I’ve never liked wearing it, and every second that passes when I’m waiting out there, I can almost feel the material crawling along my skin.
When they do open the door, it’s a couple of shorter people, maybe in their late forties. She’s light skinned with brown hair. He’s dark skinned with black hair. You’d never pick them out on the street as anything special. When they see me, both of their faces tense up.
I get why.
“Mr. Hernando Gomez, Mrs. Audrey Gomez,” I say with a nod of my head. “My name is Lieutenant Tiffany Anne.”
She gestures inside. “We know who you are. Please, come in.”
I take a quiet step inside, my eyes going around the small apartment. It’s one long kitchen, dining room, and living room. Just your average apartment. The dining table is crammed together near the couches and chairs in the living room, a dull drone from the daily news coming from the flat screen display on the wall. It’s coverage of the fight that happened in the Deadlands. The news plays almost constantly when they’re not showing old movie from centuries ago, and the news is always about war.
So, that’s already got my stomach in knots before I even look to the shelf on my right, which is covered in digitally displayed pictures. Of Linda, of course. In one picture, she’s wearing this elaborate white dress with a sequined top. Some boy in a tuxedo is standing next to her, but the whole scene reminds me of a story she told me once, about something called a quinceanera. Basically, it’s a celebration that some girls have for their 15th birthday. It looks . . . cute, and she looks happy. I recognize where it’s being held. It’s at a park I’ve been to, over in the Battery District. You can tell because of the castle in the background. People say it’s been there for a thousand years, longer than the city’s even existed. That’s not what I really care about though. It’s really just nice to see a picture of her looking like she’s having such a good time.
“Ms. Anne?” I hear her mother call to me, and my head snaps over to see them already on the couch. I smile and head over, dropping into the chair across from them. The second I do, she motions to the coffee table, where a tablet is displaying the letter I sent them. My heart drops right into my stomach when I see it, but her mother smiles. “We’re happy you took the time to write this.”
“It’s my duty,” I tell her, and I immediately regret my choice of words. “What I mean’s that, I owe it to her and everyone else who died to get in touch with their families. All those who died . . .”
Her father interrupts. “Yes. You were clear how it all happened in the letter. We’re happy that at least she was able to help her friends. She didn’t die in vain.”
“No. Not at all. Linda was . . .” I’m staring at them, and I just know they want me to say something important. They want me to say something that means something, something about how special she was and how her life impacted everyone. I know what I’m supposed to say, but I can’t, at least not at first. I just fold my hands together and shake my head for a second. “Linda was the best. She always wanted to be there for other people. It didn’t matter if it was her friends or me, she was always trying to make sure everyone was okay. I haven’t met many people who cared about others like she did. She was always asking if everyone was alright, and she never hesitated when it came to putting herself in danger to help. That’s . . . that’s special.”
“You talk about her as if she wasn’t your friend.”
“I was her L-T. We were friendly, but I wasn’t ever sure how Linda saw me. I was more like her boss, I think.”
“That’s not how Linda saw it.”
I can feel my brow tighten up as I look at him, and I stutter a little when I try to ask, “It . . . it wasn’t?”
Mr. Gomez leans back in his chair, his hands sliding down his legs as he smiles. It’s pained, but it’s real. “She talked about you all the time. Oh, yes. She called you ‘the girl from the Tower.’ Actually,” he motions over his shoulder, to the dining table. “We always had family dinner. Linda used to come over every day if she wasn’t on duty. I think we spent half our time talking about how much she admired you.”
I honestly feel like his words are just burning into my chest at that point. “That means a lot. The last time I said anything to her, she said everyone was a little intimidated by me.” Remembering that gets a little laugh from all of us. “I honestly thought she was scared of me.”
Her mom leans forward and smiles. “She thought you were really smart. That’s what she liked most about you. Linda always knew you would make the right decisions.”
“People have been telling me that lately. Honestly, since it all happened, I’ve kept thinking about it. A lot, actually. I just . . . I don’t know.”
“How old are you?”
My eyes go over to her. “Um, I’m 21.”
“It’s a dangerous world out there. My brother . . .” She shakes her head as she takes a deep breath. “He tried to live his life out in the colonies, but it’s hard out there. It’s hard everywhere. People your age shouldn’t have to make decisions about these things, and . . .” Her hand waves to the tablet. “You shouldn’t have to write those letters. Linda shouldn’t have had to fight out there. That’s the way the world is though.” For a moment, she stops, her chest rising and falling as she breathes hard. “I didn’t want Linda to go out there. Me and Hernando argued with her, right in this living room, about her joining the militia. It’s like you said, though. She always wanted to help people, because that was more important to her than anything else. So, I know she died doing what she loved. Linda died helping the people she cared about. And if you don’t believe she cared about you, you’re wrong. Actually, I think she would have liked to know you even better.”
I nod at her and pat at my eyes a little to make sure I’m not going to tear up. For a second, I can’t say anything. When I finally get the words out, I can barely manage to say, “Thanks, Mrs. Gomez. That means the world to me.”
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I’m not going to say that bringing Tommy onboard has been my best decision in months, but it feels like it. Just in the last few days since I brought him on as my adviser, he’s helped give me some breathing room with the Advisory Council. Having someone else to field all their questions has been a load off my shoulders, and it’s been nice to stay out of the council room and focus on other things. Which, frankly, I’ve needed to do, especially considering the intelligence we’ve been getting since we partnered with the raiders.
Just a day ago, we got another folder full of reports from Erin out in the Deadlands. Whatever this Dark Angel is, it’s been picking up its activity. From what I’ve been told, the raiders lost a handful of Furies on the road between Central and their territory to the south of us. There’s at least a dozen men that went missing, all in the early morning. There’s not much I can do about that, but I scheduled some supply runs with Erin’s people during the early morning hours, when I’d hope this Dark Angel would be sleeping. If she sleeps. To that end, I shifted some men that Tommy trusted over to bridge duty, so they could handle the exchanges of food. I’d hoped we’d be able to pass along the food without any trouble.
Of course, the raider convoy never made it. All the reports say the same thing. Wings of fire in the sky. No pictures, the raiders don’t carry helmets with recording gear, but the eyewitness statements were all pretty much identical After that, whatever this thing was beat the raider crew half to death. They had to hightail it back to their homes after the Angel sucked a quarter of them into the darkness. That’s another thing that’s consistent. How she moves. She just appears out of nowhere, and she seems to be intent on kidnapping these people. Where do they get taken? I’d be a genius if I could figure that one out. Someone asked me if I thought the Angel was draining their blood or eating them alive. I laughed, but then again, none of us know what these Angels actually are.
It’s put even more pressure on us to get this next operation to find this monster underway, and I’m pushing Tommy to quietly get his men together so we can deploy them before the War Council has a chance to protest. I’m within my authority on this one, but they won’t like it. Still, if we don’t track this creature down, it’s going to make forging this alliance difficult. We just need one, solid victory to prove to the council that an alliance can work. To prove to them the raiders aren’t just mindless murderers and that we can work together, as humans.
Because, after that visit from our friends at Fort Silence? Well, I don’t think I need to remind anyone how much Representative Bouley wants to get the military back in Central. I just . . . I can’t help but feel as if between the Tank, Fort Silence, and the Dark Angel, something’s going to break soon. I don’t know how, and I don’t know when, but somebody’s going to do something stupid, and it’s going to make life worse for all of us.
Mark my words. Something’s about to give.




IN FIRE
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It’s almost midnight when the alarm goes off from my Baby Boy. I practically jump out of bed when it suddenly starts spinning circles on the table, a red light from its eye washing the room over and over as it turns. The whole time, it’s screaming, CODE ONE ALERT. CODE ONE ALERT. The second I’m out of bed, I’m grabbing for my personal sidearm.
There’s only one thing a Code One means.
I’m out the door as soon as I’ve got clothes on and rushing down the hall to Dodger’s room. She’s already poking her head out of the door as she sees me rushing for her, my Baby Boy floating just over my shoulder. Her eyes look panicked. Not that I can blame her. “Tommy, what the hell’s happening?”
“No idea. Haven’t had a chance to call in to the garrison yet,” I tell her as I start pointing into the apartment. “I’m on my way down there right now. I know you’re not ready to get back out there, but you’re still building captain here. Keep everyone organized. Grab your gun and tell everyone to stay in their rooms until we get more information. If you get any word from the block captain, just follow their orders.”
“Uh, right. Yeah. I’ll grab Cynthia too, she . . .”
“Yeah, grab a couple of people you know will keep their heads straight and tell them to spread the word.”
“I’ll start rounding up some of the building officers.”
I nod to her as my eyes jump up, right into Mike’s face as he’s running up to us. “What’s the word, Tommy?”
“No idea. As soon as we’re outside, I’ll get command on the line.”
“Great. Already seen a few other people heading down to ground floor. You’re senior officer in the building, so—”
“Yeah, I’ll make sure everyone’s in the transports before we roll out. You do some counts down there and fill me in on anyone we might be missing.” Mike gives me a nod before heading off. For a second, I look at Dodger. She looks like something’s tearing her apart inside, half wanting to come and half wanting to lock herself away. I just nod to her. “I get it. It’s not just the arm.”
“What?” she asks.
“I can’t . . . I can’t stay much longer, but I know it’s not just the arm that’s bothering you.”
“No, I . . . I know.”
“But you can make a difference here.”
“I will. I’ll make sure everyone’s safe.”
That’s the last thing we say before I wrap her up in my arms and give her as big of a hug as I have time to. After that, I’m sprinting for the elevator to join about a dozen soldiers already waiting to deploy out to Central Primary. I turn and give her one last smile and see her waving to me. That’s before I cram myself into the elevator with everyone else and take a deep breath. All I can hope is that this isn’t as bad as I think it is.
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Me and a few others are doing roll calls as guys load up into the transports, checking names against our tablets and getting people loaded up. Same thing’s happening across dozens of buildings strung out along a dozen city blocks, so all you see up and down the street’s transports filling up with guys and gals who’re grabbing for equipment inside the transports, everyone strapping on helmets and vests before settling in to take a ride.
Every apartment building’s got a procedure for getting troops out to the garrison in an emergency. Here, a couple of us do the grunt work of getting everyone checked in and finding anybody who isn’t. Tommy makes the final call on when we’re ready to roll, but by the time I see him coming out of the building, almost everyone’s accounted for.
“Mike,” he shouts as he’s running my way. “What’s the headcount?”
“Got nearly everybody except for a couple of stragglers. Maybe half a dozen or so.”
“We’re not waiting on them,” he says as he pushes me toward the closest vehicle. “Message the building officers and tell them anyone who’s not on these transports is following back up protocol. They need to get their weapons out of the security lockers and provide protection for the residents in their buildings.”
“I’m on it.”
“I’m going to put a call in and—” Just as he’s saying it, we see a ball of fire rise into the sky like nothing I’ve ever seen. It lights up the night, and you can hear it, even though it looks like it’s miles away. Tommy shakes his head as he shoves me inside. “That’s close. Whatever’s happening, it’s just across the river.”
“You mean they’re already at Second Freedom?”
“With an explosion like that? They have to be.” He slides between the row of soldiers in the transport and leans into the driver’s cabin. “Get us out of here and message the rest of the transports. We’re moving out.” The guy up front gives him a thumb’s up, and a half second later, the ground beneath us is rumbling. Tommy makes his way back to me and tosses himself into the last seat left. He’s already shoving a helmet over his head and turning on the mic piece inside. Then, for a couple of seconds, it’s just him screaming questions until he finally leans back and growls. When he does, he looks like he’s out of breath.
I just stare at him from my seat for a second. “Find out anything?”
He shakes his head at me. “Just the obvious. We’re being hit. Hard.”
“Do I need to ask?”
Tommy laughs. “You already know what’s going on.”
“Raiders.”
“Looks like we couldn’t trust them to hold up the treaty after all.”
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The screen in the war room’s blazing alive when I step inside. Martin’s already barking at someone on the comms system by the time I’m at the table, but all I’m greeted by are the icy stares of generals who think I shouldn’t be holding my office. Not that I have time to pamper them while I’m staring at a screen showing me my city getting rolled over by tanks.
“Martin!” I bark at the colonel the second he’s shut down his line. “What the hell am I staring at?”
“Oh, I think you know what you’re staring at, Mr. President. We’ve already seen pictures of these beasts before.”
“Raider tanks.”
“That’s not the only problem we’ve got, though. Early reports from the outer colonies say a not insignificant number of raiders are wearing power armor, just like our guest from Fort Silence said they would be.”
“What do we know about them?”
“They’re highly mobile. Strong enough to shrug off small arms fire, which makes most of the weapons our militia is packing ineffective. Heavy machine gun fire, grenades, missiles, it’ll take one of those to stop them.”
“Are any of them in Central yet?”
“They’re practically at the gates. They’re coming from the south and north, along two bridges.”
“Our defenses?”
“Suiciders have been bombing the hell out of the bridge defense line, softening them up for their ground forces to come in. We’ve taken out a lot of them with anti-air fire, but they just keep coming.”
That’s when another voice interrupts us, one I can’t ignore. The admittedly bloated face of General McCullum is staring at me from down the table and barking, “What the hell are you going to do about this, Branagh?”
“I think that’s why we’re all here, general. I’ve already ordered the Green Zone primed to detonate in case the raiders do manage to get a foothold.”
“You’re already thinking about blowing the food supply?” His face is so red that I’m almost sure he’s about to explode. “Are you even going to bother fighting back?
“Don’t be ridiculous. Of course I am. The majority of the militia’s convening on the garrison as we speak. We’ll split our forces north and south and try to keep their tanks trapped on the bridge as long as possible. We’ll get the armored transports out on the streets to wipe up their troops and Furies, but I think we all know that we don’t have any tanks here ourselves.”
“Yes. How unfortunate that political decisions weakened the ability of our military to defend our homes.”
My eyes nearly cut right through him. “If you want to argue about my lack of fitness to lead, do it after we’re out of this. For right now, we’ve got a fight to win.”




Tommy’s Recording 13
Everything’s a mess by the time we roll through the Battery District and onto Freedom Bridge. The way ahead is clogged with wrecked shells of transports that’ve been blown to hell, and there are troopers tripping over themselves to fall back. It’s not hard to see why. We’re practically staring down the barrel of a gun here, with tanks so close that anyone on the street is a target. I’m out of the transport and immediately screaming orders, because there’s nobody there who looks like they have command. “Patel, get on that overhead walkway with some of your men and put down some fire on those tanks. Put a missile right up their barrels.”
“Yes, sir,” he shouts back as he leads some of the guys away. The entire bridge has a walkway that runs above it. When Freedom Bridge was built, the designers tried to mimic some of the style of some of the older bridges around the island. People haven’t used it in a century, but it’s the only place to get any advantage. It’s not like we can go toe to toe with tanks.
“Mike!” I shout, but he already knows what to do. Somebody was stupid enough to think we could face these tanks down by firing back on them before they finished crossing the bridge, but that’s impossible. Mike’s organizing everyone and getting them back down the ramp and to street level. All I see are a crowd of men and women just sprinting back down the pavement. What a mess. I barely have time to process it when Mike points behind me.
“Get down!” he screams just before one of the transports goes flying into the air. It rockets into the sky in a ball of fire, and I’m diving away as pieces of flaming wreckage go spilling along the bridge. It’s only a second later when I feel him grabbing me by the arm. He gets me back onto my legs, and soon we’re joining the rest of the troops on the retreat.
As we’re running, I manage to get my comms channel open. “Patel, do you have a shot from up there?”
“I’ve got eyes on the lead targets.”
“Can you tell me how many there are?”
“At least a dozen rolling. There’s a lot of Furies behind them though.”
“Only twelve.”
“Only?”
“It could be worse. Alright, we all know that walkway isn’t sturdy so take your shot but stay safe.”
“I’m on it.”
As soon as we’re off the bridge, I flip on the video feed from Patel’s Baby Boy. The feed starts broadcasting through in the upper left corner of my goggles, and it lets me see exactly what he was talking about. Some of the tanks are treaded and some are repulsor powered, so the raiders must be finding these things in different depots all around the city. Otherwise, they’re built pretty similarly. Front facing guns and top mounted turrets for firing on troopers. Troopers like Patel. He’s smart enough to space out his guys before they pop their Pocket Space windows and grab for their RPG launchers. After that, I just hold my breath as the air starts to fill up with fiery trails of flying explosives. The air gets congested with smoke as a rainfall of destruction goes falling down along the bridgeway.
I flip the signal on my helmet and tune into the war room. “Central, we need to rethink this whole strategy. Those tanks have too much firepower to hold onto the bridge. We’re slowing them down, but we have to fight this one in the street.”
It’s Colonel Martin on the other end of the line. “The War Council’s being pretty insistent. They don’t want any of those tanks entering the city.”
“Yeah, well, we’re going to lose half of our men trying to hold that bridge. Drag the tanks into the streets, put down rocket fire on them from all directions, and aim for their soft spots. Air intakes, treads, topsides. We have an advantage if we can come at them from all angles instead of just lining up in a shooting gallery for them.”
“I’ll relay that to the council for consideration. For now, you know your orders, captain.”
I shut the line down and shake my head. Mike looks over at me. “What’d they say?”
It gets a laugh out of me. “They say they’ll think about it.”
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Martin looks over at General McCullum and nods. “It’s a sound strategy. We get a few of our captains on the line, tell them to fall back. These raiders don’t know the city or how to get around it, and those tanks have limited mobility. We get them inside the city, and then we start bombing the hell out of them.”
“Well, hell, Martin, if it’s so simple, then wake me up when this is all over.”
“I’m not saying it’s going to be easy, but I think it’s better than us trying to go head to head with their barrels pointed straight at us.” He looks around the room. “So, can I tell my men to fall back into the city or are we going to let them die out on those bridges? The bridge line defenses are completely wiped out at this point so what we’re asking them to do is suicide.”
There’s a round of grunts as each of the generals agrees, and a second later, Martin’s got a map of the area around Freedom Bridge up on the screen. “The militia is at Freedom Bridge and holding for now. If the raiders are trying to take a straight line to Central Primary from the south, they’ll most likely move up Broadway or one of the other major streets. We’re talking six miles of distance between us and them. We can sag back into the city and redirect our men around the path those raiders are taking, that way we can entrap them on two sides. If we get our men ahead of them, put them into an elevated position, then we can also drop some pretty heavy firepower from the surrounding buildings.”
I raise a finger. “Martin, are those sections of the city evacuated? Were we able to get our citizens back to the secured bunkers?”
He shakes his head. “Latest word is that most of the buildings for several blocks are clear, but we’ve got more than a few stragglers strung out in the Battery, Lower East, and Lower West Districts. We should be able to move everyone to safety who’s further north, but residents around the Battery District are going to take a pounding.”
“Make sure our men know to keep a watch out for them. We need to prioritize savings innocent lives whenever possible.”
“I’ll relay the orders now, Mr. President,” he says as he turns to speak into his mouthpiece. In the meantime, I’m flipping switches to change what’s on the viewscreen.
“Let’s see if we can get a video line from the city. Maybe we’ve got a Baby Boy with a clear view of the attack.”




Mike’s Recording 08
I’m hauling it at full speed down an empty street with only a couple of guys with me. My visor’s got a map displayed for the whole area, and I can see a long streak of red on the opposite side of the block from us. Raiders. They’re moving parallel to us, heading north and straight toward Central Primary, and we’re trying to find a way to get behind them. I signal to the team, and soon we’re busting through a side street. This late at night, it’s almost pitch black. Maybe that’s a good thing. Wouldn’t want to get spotted, and the night vision in our goggles does keep us seeing in the dark. That’s at least one advantage for us.
We’re halfway down a backstreet when my earpiece cracks to life and Tommy comes through the other end. “Chapman, I’ve got my people in position out ahead of those tanks. We’re going to slow them down and let you come up the rear.”
“Are you in a safe position?”
“Doesn’t matter at this point. We’ve got civilians in the area. If we don’t stop these tanks, there’s going to be a lot of dead people around here.”
“Got it. I’m almost at the intersection. Give us enough time to light up the fireworks.”
“You’ll have the time.”
We hit the corner and I take a look north up the road. Less than a block away, I can see one tank. Treaded, so it’s not as mobile as those running on repulsor tech. It’s protected on both sides by what I think’s a dozen raiders. They’re just plowing through the city when Tommy’s guys start opening up. All of a sudden, the windows from a nearby building become a wall of gunfire. I can see muzzle flashes, like a few dozen stars flashing in and out of life. That brings the tank to a stop and gets the raiders firing back, using the tank to shield themselves as much as they can. I turn behind me to one of my guys and point to the tank.
“Put a rocket right up its backside.”
He nods to me as he comes up the line and takes a seat. His weapon’s as big as a small child, but that’s not surprising considering the size of the rocket it’s loaded with. He takes a second to focus and squeezes the trigger, sending a wave of fire out of the back end of the launcher, then we all scramble for cover while the missile screams down the street. Got to be moving faster than a vehicle, but it feels like it’s going in slow motion. When it does hit though, it punches with so much power that it sends an explosion up that touches the rooftops. Raiders go diving away when it strikes, but the tank doesn’t stop moving. Its back end’s on fire, and we took a chunk out of its armor, but I start seeing its top mounted machine gun turret swiveling around to us. “Damn it. Start loading another one. Quick!”
We must’ve done some damage to their motor, because it’s taking forever for that turret to look our way. Then again, it’s taking forever for us to switch in another missile. We’ve barely gotten a new one in the tube when the turret on that tank starts opening up, spreading a circle of gunfire down the streets. It eats into the wall near me and I jump back just before a bullet takes my face off. “Captain,” I bark into my mic. “That turret’s pinned on us. Do you guys have a shot?”
“Negative, sergeant, we had to move before the tank locked position on us. These buildings won’t hold up to a tank round.”
“Damn. I’ll take the guys back around and try to get off a hit to its side.”
“I’ll give you a heads up when we have a new position. For now, do what you can and keep an eye on your minimap.”
“Right.” I motion everyone to follow, and then we’re sprinting back down the street we’ve just come through. The second we find an alley cutting between two of the buildings, I take everyone up. When there’s a fight like this, a city is a maze, but it’s also your best friend. The person who knows the maze best has the better chance of winning. Fortunately, Central’s been my home for a year now. Plus, the minimap is a direct feed from Central Primary, so it does a good job of telling me where all the streets connect.
Me and my team empty out from between a few buildings further north with a clear view of that tank. Its gun is still pointed on our old position, but I can see its treads starting to turn. “Where’s that missile? It’s now or never!” I barely get a grunt of confirmation from the team before I hear the sound of our rocket firing off. Whole time it’s in the air, I’m watching the tip of the missile. It’s as fat a missile, and its back end is burning with fire that sends that thick head of it punching through the skin of our target. This time, the entire side of the tank opens up in an explosion that sends twisted pieces of burned metal turning through the air. What’s left of the tank goes plowing sideways into a building, concrete and steel collapsing and making a tomb around it.
“Thank the Builders.” The words are barely out of my mouth when I hear Tommy’s voice in my ear. “Chapman here. Did you see that?”
“Sergeant . . . Mike. We’ve got a massive breakthrough of raiders coming in from the north. Defense line up there wasn’t able to hold. They’re in the Upper East District right now.”
“Northeast . . . But that’s where Cynthia . . .”
“I know.”
“I need . . .” I feel my breath just stick in my chest, like suddenly I want to just tumble over. “Tommy, I have to get out there. I have to go help.”
“Yeah, I know that too. I already told Captain Jansen I’d be sending you up there by transport to reinforce him, so you’re free to take your team out there. Just a heads up, we’re getting some bad reports from around the Green Zone. Power armor. Lots of it. I’m thinking they used the tanks to draw our attention south and concentrated their powered armor in the north.”
“Okay. Okay, got it. We’ll redeploy right now.”
“Good luck, Mike.”
“Yeah. Thanks, Tommy.”
“And Mike.”
“Yeah?”
“While you’re out there . . . If you see Dodger . . .”
“Yeah. I’ll make sure she’s okay.”




Personal Recording of the President, Gabriel Branagh 07
General McCullum looks infuriated. “Is this what you call an advantage, Mr. President?” he’s growling as he points to red dots all over the map. “The entire city’s lit up. We’ve got half the southern districts occupied with tanks or Furies while then north’s getting destroyed by these powered armor deployments. The only reason they haven’t pushed here into the Governance District is because they don’t know how to make their way through the damn streets.”
I flip the screen to a live view from the upper districts. Gunfire’s erupting from every building, targeting a suit of power armor that’s practically gliding along the road. “What the hell would you like me to say about this, gentlemen? When have any of us seen power armor that moves like this?”
Martin shakes his head. “It’s mobile as hell, I’ll give them that.” He’s not lying. The back end of the suit is equipped with some sort of repulsor thruster. Not only can the thing shrug off rifle rounds, but it can dodge a missile when those rear thrusters activate. “I did some digging into our records. That’s not Apeiron tech. It’s Carthaginian. They’re a style of powered armor known as Absolution-class. Same recommendations still apply, Mr. President. Hit them hard. No time to waste with rifle rounds.”
“And what are you proposing?”
“A large-scale response. Empty everything in the armory on these things. We’re just wasting time trying to shoot them down. If we don’t put some explosives on them, we’re not going to stop them.”
General McCullum nods. “Death by overwhelming power.”
I look over at the general. “And when we’re laying down all this missile fire, are we even paying attention to the civilians trapped in these fire zones?”
“Mr. President, it’s lose a few or lose everything. Now, are you going to be squeamish about this, or do I have to make the call myself?”
“No. No, if innocent blood is on anyone’s hands . . . Well, I’ll take responsibility. Authorize full use of the arsenal, prioritize destroying those suits. But let me remind everyone in this room that if we don’t have a population to fight for, then we don’t have a reason to fight. We have to keep civilian rescue a priority, especially now that we’ve got raiders this deep in the city. Is that understood?”
There’s a round of headshakes, and I think, or at least hope, that they understand the importance of what I’m saying. Everyone needs something to fight for. For the militia, for our armed forces, we lose our reason the second we start forgetting about the innocent people caught in the middle of a war. As long as I have a say in how Central is run, that’s something I’ll never let happen.




Dodger’s Recording 08
The whole building’s shaking while I’m ordering everyone off the floor. “I’m going to need everyone to hurry!” I’m screaming at them as crowds of people start choking the elevators. “No, no, no!” I shout as I start shoving them away from the entrance. “Do you want to get stuck in here if the elevator stops working? Use the emergency exit!”
Everyone has to be in shock or something because they barely respond to what I’m telling them. I practically have to push the first few of them into the stairwell before they start following orders. It’s like trying to put chaos in a bottle, and the whole hallway looks like one big mass as people try to shove their way through the doors. “One at a time! One at a time!” I’m yelling at them. At the same time, I’m wondering where the rest of the hall officers are. “Damn it.”
Somehow, in all that mess, Cynthia finds me. Suddenly, she just flashes out of the crowd, and I nearly jump when she grabs me by the shoulder. “Dodger, how close are they?”
“Uh, Cynthia, I don’t . . .” I just shake my head. “Too close. Everyone needs to get to ground floor and start moving into the Green Zone. We can get everyone underground and then . . . then, we’ll have to figure something out.”
She shakes her head. “It’s just . . . Mandy’s so . . .” I look down and realize Mandy’s eyes are as wide as headlights. As cool as she likes to come across, she’s obviously scared. It sucks the air out of me to see her like that, and I hit a knee the second I see her. “Hey. Hey, Mandy? You’re with me, right?”
It takes her a second, but she finally looks my way. “Dodger. Are we going to die?”
“What?” That question feels like a punch to the gut. “No, but we’ve got to get out of here, okay? Stay with your sister and keep moving downstairs. Then, we’ll get you somewhere safe.”
“Okay.” Cynthia squeezes her hand, and the two of them rush off, following the crowd. As soon as the last person’s through the door, I’m right behind them, rushing down the stairwell. The ground’s still rumbling but I think it feels a little safer on the stairs. The whole stairwell’s concrete and steel and designed to protect people in an emergency. I’d say getting bombarded by tanks qualifies as an emergency. I’m the last person to reach bottom, and that’s the first time I see any of the other building officers. At least they’re doing their jobs, ushering people outside and guiding them onto the side streets. Whatever’s attacking, they’re sticking mostly to the main roads. There’s only a few ways to move a lot of troops to Central Primary, at least if you want to get it done quick, and it looks like that’s what the raiders are trying to do.
Of course, once I’m outside, I’m reminded that when a fight breaks out, not everything goes according to plan. I immediately spot two tanks just rumbling our way from a few blocks down. They’re taking fire from every side. That’s our guys at work, and it’s at least slowing them down. What scares me though, even more than those huge tanks, are the powered armor soldiers skimming the ground. They’re fast. Like, too fast. I see a few missiles flying at them, and these things just slide away, the repulsors on their backs shooting them to safety. They’re way too fast for how big they are, and it only takes them like half a second to turn and start firing their rifles. These guns . . . They’re huge, too big for any person to carry normally. The rounds they fire are enough to take out huge chunks of the buildings, and they literally destroy a whole wall just with their rifle fire alone.
I’m stuck watching it happen, like I can’t turn my eyes away. When I finally do, I almost scream when I run headfirst into someone. “Mike!”
He shakes his head. “Cynthia and Mandy?”
“With everyone else,” I tell him when I point to the crowd. Everyone’s streaming into one of the alleys. “It’s too dangerous on the main streets.”
“Believe me, I know,” he says as he lifts his rifle. “Captain Jansen’s holding off the Raiders. I’m here to cover you while you get out of here.”
“Alright. I’ll make sure everyone gets to the Zone.”
Mike nods. He’s about to turn away when he looks up, his face going pale. “What the hell?”
I look up with him, and my eyes go wide. When I see it, my breath sticks in my chest, like I’m suffocating. I’m in this mild second of shock when I barely mumble, “Right now? Why right now?”
“What the hell is that?”
“I’ve seen it before, Mike,” I whisper, my voice shaking as I watch a burning trail cutting its way through the sky. “That day in the Deadlands. Fire.”
“It looks like something is burning the skies in half.”
“The Angel’s here.”




Personal Recording of the President, Gabriel Branagh 08
I’m shouting at Martin. “Do we have a route for those people to make it to the Green Zone?”
“Mr. President, we’ve got roads cut off from Central Primary northward past the zone. We did a good job bottling the raiders up south along Freedom Bridge and around the Battery District, but those powered armor suits that hit us from the north are making a mess of our forces on the ground.” He looks up at the screen. The suits are skating through weapons fire like it’s water. Every missile that gets fired their way gets dodged, and whenever they do take a blast, there’s a Fury or other raiders on foot to pick up the slack. “I think it’s time we started thinking about making plans to evacuate here.”
“Where to, colonel? We don’t have command ability at the Green Zone. If we lose our ability to coordinate a response from here, we lose the whole island.”
He shakes his head as we see one of the armored suits go up in an explosion, the whole thing bursting apart as a rocket hits it directly in its back. “Well, at least we know they can be destroyed.”
McCullum looks our way. “We can’t deal these suckers out the same way we did with those tanks? Distract them from the front and then hit them from the back?”
Martin tosses his hand in the air. “Well, we’re trying. Problem is, even when we have a lock on them, these suits have incredible response capabilities. For all the rockets we’re putting into the air, these things are shaking them like it’s nothing. Also, and I hate to mention this now, but we have something else happening.”
“Something else? What the hell else could be going on?”
Martin hits the controls on the screen, and the next thing we’re looking at is a trail of fire burning across the clouds. I never thought I’d see it. “Reports are coming in from everywhere about this. Fire in the sky. Gentlemen, we have something new inbound.”
It’s enough to make me slam the table. “We’ll deal with it when we actually have eyes on it. I want our people secured. Take everyone out of reserve we have here at the garrison and put them on the street. I want them in transports to the East Green District and I want extra protection around the Green Zone. Clear the way for every civilian we have. Every missile, rocket, grenade, whatever we have, I want it all out there. If we have to convert a whole platoon into a rocket crew then I want it done if it means getting those power armored walkers off the streets.”
“I’m on it, sir. And our other threat? The Dark Angel?”
I shake my head. “Tell me when we have any video feed of her, colonel. I want to know what we’re facing.”




Mike’s Recording 09
I’m outside the walls of the Green Zone, hunkered down beneath a shell of what used to be a personnel transport. It’s the only thing between me and a wave of gunfire like nothing I’ve ever faced down. Every time I try and get a look around the corner, there’s a giant suit of armor eight feet tall firing on me with a rifle that would normally have to be mounted on a vehicle. I can feel the rounds from its barrel rattling into the side of the transport, and the whole time, I’m just hoping the car’s armor is thick enough to hold up.
Overhead, I can see Suiciders screaming around, dropping bombs and turning the street into a fiery hell. Everything’s on fire and whole parts of the street have been chewed away by explosion. The whole time, I’m trying to process what’s next. What to do. Across the street, I spot a flood of people waiting at the intersection, looking for a chance to cross. Residents trying to make it into the Green Zone. Somehow, in all that crowd, I spot Cynthia and Mandy, who must’ve gotten held up by fighting on the streets. Just seeing them, even with the transport behind me getting ready to rip apart, I know I want to go help them. Air’s too thick though, filled with too much gunfire. That’s why I breathe a sigh of relief when I hear a voice in my ear.
“Sergeant Chapman, this is Captain Jansen. Sit tight, I’ve got a rocket team coming up on your position.”
“Chapman confirmed, I’ve got people waiting to cross into the one at this intersection.”
“We’ve got you.”
With the sound of gunfire still ringing around me, I pop a Pocket Space window and pull out a Baby Boy. I punch a few controls on its side then toss it into the air, watching as its video feed streams over the left side of my visor. It flies down the street and over that armored thing’s head, shooting up toward the sky as gunfire chases it. The whole time, its lens is pointed downward, and I can see where a few of our guys are coming from around the block. They weren’t kidding about rocket teams. From what I can count, there are at least a dozen guys who’ve got launchers mounted on their shoulders.
“Get down!” I tell my guys, just in case the transport gets hit. We all push ourselves to the pavement just as the air’s starting to clog up with streaking smoke trails, rockets tearing the street into pieces and throwing raiders to the ground. With that much firepower in the air, even the power armored walkers can’t dodge for long, and we watch as a few of them explode apart. The one walker firing on us doesn’t realize until it’s too late that it’s getting shot at. When it does, I can see the glow of the repulsors on its back as it shoots off, leaning away as one rocket streaks by it. Then another and another, each rocket getting closer and closer as the armored walker runs out of room to dodge. It nearly slams into a wall, and that’s when its time runs out. A stray rocket tears into the building and brings a hail of concrete and steel raining down. The raider’s repulsors light up and, at least for just one second, I think it’s going to get away. Then a huge piece of debris catches its back, literally tearing off its repulsor pack and sending it stumbling forward. The next rocket that sails through the air catches it full in the chest, and that’s when the whole street rings with the sound of it exploding. The explosions send more pieces of the building falling to the ground, the whole wall looking ready to collapse.
Between staring at the shell of the dead walker and the pieces of wall that are still falling, it's almost like I have to remind myself to breath there for second. The minute I get back to my senses, I jump to my feet and start waving the crowd across the intersection. “Come on!” I scream. “Hurry. That building’s taken a beating. Get through to the next block!” They start sprinting across the street, and the whole time, I’ve got my eyes out for Cynthia and Mandy. In all that crowd, it’s hard to spot them. It’s not until the final person’s running past that I realize the two of them are bringing up the rear. She braces to cross the road when she sees me, then gives me this smile. Then I wave at her to hurry it up.
And about then’s when a Suicider overhead sends down two rockets that hit that weakened building dead on. When it happens, debris goes flying everywhere, pummeling the street in bits and chunks. Cynthia and Mandy dodge out of the way and hold back for a second, waiting for things to clear before they keep running. Then, there’s just this long moment when she’s cut off from the rest of the group, when it’s just the two of them stuck halfway between the other side of the street and the Green Zone. Caught in the crossroads. That’s when the wall of the building behind them starts leaning forward, groaning as it splits away from the rest of the structure. The whole metal cladding literally rips from its concrete base like a giant sheet of paper, and then it’s falling. Toward them.
There’s this second when I know I’m screaming, but it’s almost like I can’t hear myself. I can just see Cynthia grabbing Mandy’s hand and trying to pull her forward, toward me. Then Mandy trips, and Cynthia hits the ground to try and pull her up, but it’s too late. They’re trapped. It’s too late for them to get away, to run. And they’re looking at me the whole time, screaming for me to do something, but I can’t get there in time. There’s just this thick piece of metal siding that’s coming down right on top of them, and all I can do is look Cynthia in the eyes as it’s happening. Look her in the eyes as she’s holding onto Mandy and clutching her to her body.
But that’s when something . . . else, happens. Fire. At the last second, all I see is . . . It looks like a missile hits the ground, because it’s a streak of fire that just explodes around the pavement. Everything ignites just a second before the façade crashes down, and I can feel someone grabbing me to keep me from running out onto the street. To see what happened. And I’m just . . . I’m screaming, and screaming, not really processing what I just saw, but also . . . Confused, because the façade is moving. You can actually hear the metal groaning, like something’s pushing upward from beneath it. Tons of metal that’s getting pushed upward. Somehow.
Which is when . . . it starts to lift, and I . . . I can’t believe what I’m seeing. Because standing up, lifting up the façade, is a person. They’re armored, like some of these suits we’ve been fighting, but . . . lighter. The suit’s a lot smaller, and it’s coated all in black. This person pushes upward with both of their arms and just holds up a steel façade that’s got to weigh more than a dozen people could lift. And under this . . . this person, there’s Cynthia and Mandy. They both look shell shocked, like they don’t understand what happened. None of us do.
But they’re okay.
I’m staring at them, waving at them to cross the street. Fire’s burning in a half circle around them, but they clear their way through it while this stranger holds the metal façade up, broad arms and shoulders bracing against all that weight. Cynthia and Mandy start to run, and the whole time, this person’s staring dead at me. They’ve got a helmet on, and all I can really make out are the two crimsons eyes that are burning against the rest of their armor. The second Cynthia and Mandy are safe, this person walks forward, steps out from under the facade, and lets it slam into the ground. Thing drops with enough force that it would’ve killed anyone.
Should have.
For a second, this stranger keeps staring at me. I don’t know what to say, if a thank you is even enough. I’ve got Cynthia and Mandy in my arms, and I’m staring and . . . I can’t talk. Just . . . stare. Finally, whoever this is just gives me a nod and looks up. While I’m still looking at them, the air at their back ignites with fire that rises to the sky behind them in curved directions, like wings. Angel’s wings. Then the fire cuts down into the pavement and they’re lifting off, heading into the air and burning a trail across the sky.
For the first time, I realize I’ve got a voice screaming into my ear. It’s Colonel Martin. “Chapman? What did you see? What did you just see?”
I shake my head and just keep staring into the sky for a second. Finally, I say the only thing I can. “The Dark Angel. I saw the Dark Angel.”




Tommy’s Recording 14
By the time we’re coming up on two in the morning, I’m buckled down with the rest of my guys behind the walls at Central Primary. All my communications are being channeled through the war room while the generals try and coordinate the defense. That comms traffic means my ear keeps bursting with updates every few seconds as information comes in and orders get sent out, and each time I get an update, I can feel my teeth grinding.
“Half a dozen tanks on approach from the eastern entryway, moving along Fifth Avenue. Raiders spotted flanking . . .”
“Eyes on power armored walkers from the west, moving along 42nd Street . . .”
“Furies on approach from the south along 5th Avenue . . .”
I just mumble under my breath. “Damn. They did everything but come in by boat.” My eyes go over the garrison walls and down the street. I’m facing the direction those walkers should be coming, standing alongside a line of my guys. If they don’t have a rifle or a missile launcher in their hands, they’re manning one of the wall mounted heavy machine guns that are posted up all around the garrison. Those things are huge, bigger than anything we could ever carry in our hands. They’re also about as big as the rifles those walkers are hauling around with them.
Patel looks over at me. “Do you think we have a chance?”
“Oh, we’ve got a chance. Couldn’t tell you how much of one we have though. I mean, I’ve never fired on one of these walkers before.”
“These rounds can’t penetrate tank armor, and it doesn’t look like they can penetrate that power armor, either.”
“Well, yeah. I know that. Way to kill the mood, Patel.” I suck in a breath and almost whisper, “Sometimes you just have to hope for a miracle.”
“Those things have to be powered by a Pocket Space engine.”
“I wouldn’t be surprised. If they can be installed on a repulsor bike, then they can certainly fit in those things. Where I’m from, you’re never surprised by the kind of tech you find.” I’m about to keep talking when the map display in my goggles starts flashing. “Wait a minute. I think we’ve got action coming.”
“Walkers?”
“We’ll find out.” I press up against the wall, and the zoom on my visor kicks in. Suddenly, I’m seeing more than a mile down as a heavy transport starts rumbling out of a cloud of smoke. It’s loaded with speakers and flanked on both sides by those walkers. Those things are huge when you see them for yourself. Their heads clear the transport’s roof, by a lot. “Those things have got to be seven or eight feet tall. You’re telling me they’re mobile?”
“I’m not the one to ask, captain.” He stops for a second before saying anything else. “Does their armor look thick?”
“Well, it doesn’t look good, I could tell you that much.” I start broadcasting to everyone stationed on the wall. “I need focused fire, no downtime. Gunners, you keep the street flooded. They shouldn’t be able to walk without taking a bullet. Rocket teams, hold on my order to fire. We know how inaccurate these launchers are at long range so wait until they’re close and put so many explosives in the air that they don’t have anywhere to run.”
I’ve barely got the orders out when I look back down the street. That transport comes to a stop, but the walkers keep marching. “Looks like the transports holding back until the walkers do their job. That’s fine, let’s just do ours.” Still, I keep my eye at the back of their lines for a second longer, until I see the passenger door open up. I wish I could say I’m surprised when I see that shaved head of Erin’s leaning out of the door, but I’m not. He’s got a mic in his hand, and a second later, we’re listening as those speakers blast his words down the street.
“Told you we’d been doing a little digging, didn’t I, you Central dogs? Well, how’s this for equipment? How’s this for armor superiority? Because you’re about to get a little payback for all those years you grew fat here on your island. Your time’s come due, for your betrayals and crimes.” He nods our way and says one last thing into his mic. “Do your job, boys.”
There’s almost no time between when he stops talking and when those armored walkers start flying down the street. I can see the repulsors on their backs lighting up, throwing a blue light along the ground as they start charging at us. They must cross a quarter of mile in what I’d swear is seconds before I’m shouting into my headset. “Gunners, open fire!”
The display on my visor’s telling me those walkers are closing distance at a speed that’s unbelievable, so I’m just glad when every gun around me starts coming to life. My helmet’s doing overtime blocking out some of the noise, but there’s still a nonstop ring of bullets filling up my ears, like a rat-tat-tat that happens without any breaks. Suddenly, the street’s just a stream of bullets from one end to the other. Every inch of the road is lit up, but as fast as I can blink, those walkers thrust upward. They’re going skyward, not like they’re flying, but like they’re leaping. At least half a dozen of them just plow right through the sides of the surrounding buildings, tossing concrete along the street. You don’t see the walkers for a second until they explode out of the opposite sides of those buildings, erupting back into the air. When they do, they start flying back to the ground, but they’ve got their rifles up and pointed right on us.
“Hit the deck!” I scream, and suddenly everyone’s throwing themselves aside just a second before the floor underneath us goes flying apart. In my ear, I’m hearing chattering as voices scream. It’s all focused on one word. “Energy weapons?” They’re right to be worried. Those damned rifles tear through the garrison wall like it’s not there. The walkway underneath us buckles as blue beams of light tear holes right through the deck, and I see guys around me dropping the entire fifteen feet to the pavement below. My gut twists when I see them slam hard into the ground, but I’ve got zero seconds to focus on it, because I barely get away myself before the floor underneath me falls away.
I’m panting as I jump onto an unmanned machine gun and start scanning the street. My hands lock around the two handles and I start squeezing on the triggers, turning an arc and following one of the walkers as they speed toward the walls. “Gunners, keep your aim high. Missiles, weapons live,” I bark as I see the raiders getting so close that I can almost see the words stamped onto their guns. There’s at least a half dozen walkers scattered across the street, but every bit of the pavement beneath them becomes nonexistent in the next second. Fireballs start erupting into the sky as explosions practically tear the foundation of the street apart, the air around me starting to smell like ash and evaporated concrete.
Just like I’d predicted, these walkers are fast, but once they go skyward, they’re not that mobile. They’re stuck on their trajectory, and that’s where they’re vulnerable. My gunners are smart. They notice it too, and every rifle barrel follows the walkers as they fall back to earth. I can feel my breath get stuck in my chest when I see them shrug off almost every round, but a few bullets strike an exposed joint or hit the powered armor at a bad angle. When the walkers hit the ground, they slam hard into the pavement. Maybe it’s a gyro not working or something bad in their power source, but a few struggle to get up. When the next wave of rockets hit, they send those powered suits exploding in a thousand directions.
I have zero time to celebrate before the wall gets battered again. Down the defense line, I see another half dozen of my men dropping as the wall underneath them crumbles apart. My eyes go back over the wall to see that armored transport closing in, clusters of rockets firing from its topside launcher. There’s a second when all I see are a dozen streaks of smoke headed my way, and I’m immediately jumping off of the wall. Literal Hell opens up around me as the explosion sends fire washing over me, my skin burning and my body flailing as I spin circles toward the ground. When I hit, I feel the air in my lungs burst out, and for a second I struggle just to understand what’s happening.
I’m able to get myself onto my knees, but a second later I’m getting tossed forward again. I’m struggling to breath as everything around me turns into clouds of evaporated concrete, like there’s just a wall of grey fog and smoke surrounding me. Then, the screaming starts. My ears are filling up with rifle fire and more explosions as the walls explode apart, my guys getting sent rolling along the ground as bright bursts of energy fire cuts through them. In the smoke and darkness, I can see the silhouettes of giants, huge hands and glowing thrusters sending them tearing through our defenses.
That’s when I feel myself just lifted off the ground. It’s not the first time in my life I’ve been tossed around like a doll, but it’s still completely terrifying. Through the smoke, I see a blue flash of light as one of those hulking walkers holds me up in its hands. It’s literally got its giant, robotic fingers locked around my waist, and nothing I do pries them off. I only struggle with it for a second before I hear a voice coming out of the smoke.
“Thomas, my boy.” A second later, I see him walking into view. Erin. He’s wearing that smug grin of his, like he always does. “I seem to recall us being in a similar situation to this before. How’d that one end again?”
I stare down at him. The guy’s half the size of the walker, but he’s staring at me like he’s the one who’s larger than life. “If you’re talking about the shootout at Minnewaska Preserve, then you must be talking about when I blew up your water station.”
“I was thinking of a fonder memory,” he tells me as he pulls a pistol from his side. “Bring him down a little so I can get a clear shot. I want him to remember this one.”
The giant arms of the walker drop about three feet, until my legs are dangling just a few feet above ground. I can see Erin walking up to me, waving that pistol around and trying to bring it up to my thigh. The second I kick at him, I feel those large robotic fingers squeeze, locking down around my hips and forcing all the air out of me. I suck hard and stop kicking when the fingers tighten, my sides feeling like they’re going to explode as the walker’s grip constricts around me. That’s when I feel the cold steel of that pistol push up against my thigh, the barrel pressing into my leg. Erin’s not smiling anymore. “Don’t think I enjoy this. It’s what’s got to be done.” His eyes move up to mine. “Now, last time, I took my shot from a distance. How do you think a round to the leg will feel when it’s this close? I can tell you what it’s going to look like. I’ve seen it before. Couldn’t tell you how long it’ll take your artery to bleed out, though.”
There’s a second, when I’m clutching onto those giant hands around my waist and staring at Erin, that I brace myself for the pain that’s coming. If I’m being honest, right then, I can’t help but think . . . there’s no way I survive a shot like that. He’s going to shoot a hole through my leg wide enough to bleed me out in seconds. I’ll end up dying in a pool of my own blood, right there in the garrison, without any way to say goodbye to Mikey or Dodger. I guess it’s when I think about them that . . . that’s when I flinch.
And then Erin’s head tilts to the sky, and he starts to say something. It never gets out of his lips. Suddenly, I see him go flying backward, like he just got slammed into by a car. Less than a second later, I’m falling to the ground as one of the walker’s arms goes collapsing into the pavement. As shocked as I feel when I hit the ground, I can’t really understand what’s happening, because everything in front of me is on fire. The walker’s stumbling back, grabbing at its side and trying to figure out what just happened to its arm, and the whole ground is burning in a circle around this . . . this person, with glowing crimson eyes. They’re standing there with a sword in their hand that’s burning. It’s a flame sword, like the ones we used to use to kill Creep back in the Tower, and the person holding it’s armored in all black.
Erin starts screaming. “It’s the Angel! Get her!” And then there’s two walkers flying out of the shadows, riding on those repulsor thrusters and flying at this person. She turns at the last second and just cartwheels over one. As she’s turning over its back, her sword drags behind her and cuts right through its repulsor pack. It detonates and sends the walker rolling along the ground, and a second later, she’s ducking as laser fire from the second walker start blasting through the air. She’s at least as fast as they are, maybe faster, and a hell of a lot more mobile. Its rifle follows her, blasting holes in the ground before she rolls toward him and brings her sword up, slicing the barrel clean off. For a second, that giant, robotic helmet of his turns toward his gun. The next second? The next second, she’s swung herself between his legs and clear to the other side. I don’t know what she rips out of his back, but it shuts down his entire suit of armor. All eight feet of him goes collapsing to the ground in a heap.
The second he’s down, she looks at me. Her eyes are burning through the smoke that’s all around us, and for a second, I actually feel kind of . . . afraid? Yeah. I’m a little freaked out. She offers a hand out to me, and it takes me a second before I can actually return the gesture. Her fingers . . . They’re not like those on the walker. They’re strong, and they’re definitely armored, but they’re not big and clumsy. They feel closer to human. She pulls me off the ground and stares at me. Honestly, she’s not that much taller than me. Well, seven feet . . . Yeah. Her armor’s a lot more like an Angel’s and a lot less like a walker. Sleeker, more body tight, but you can see layers of flexible plating running down her body, with small pauldrons on her shoulders and gauntlets and boots protecting her arms and legs. When she finally says something, her voice is distorted, like it’s being run through a filter. “Are you hurt?”
“Yeah, but . . . nothing that’ll kill me.”
“They’re still attacking the east wall. Can you take control and push back those tanks?”
“I mean, yeah. It’ll be a hell of a lot easier to do than take on those walkers. We’re not going to have a lot of luck with them running around though.”
“Those are mine.” When she says it, I feel my heart stop, like there’s something personal about dealing with those things. She gives me a nod before she turns and just . . . just explodes upward in a trail of fire, the sky behind her burning as she arcs away and toward whoever she’s targeting next. I feel like I’ve just seen something otherworldly, but I don’t stop to think about it long. I want to, don’t get me wrong. I really just want to run after her, but instead, I start moving from man to man, helping a few get up and gathering whoever’s mobile. The second I’ve got a group, I start heading for the east wall that faces Madison Avenue. The whole time we’re running, I just keep telling myself to keep calm. Handle these tanks. Protect the men. Then, you can worry about whoever this person is. Still, as we’re running, I hear a roaring and see that streak of fire burning its way across the sky. I’ll be honest. Right then, thinking that this person’s helping us, I feel a hundred times better about our chances. 




Battle of Central Debriefing
Subject: Jasmine Khavari
“I was securing the Green Zone and holding back raiders who were trying to break through. We weren’t the hardest hit, not from what I heard, but the raiders started to push our way later during the night. Maybe it was the chance to get food . . . I don’t know. What I know is it was just me and my section when two transports showed down the street. Both of them had heavy machine guns mounted on top. Pretty standard, but nothing we were equipped to fight. They were driving straight for us . . . I think they meant to smash through the Zone’s walls, bring down the greenhouse. We opened fire, but nothing we had could penetrate their armor. I could see Sergeant Astle getting ready to tell everyone to run, but right before he had a chance, we saw her fall out of the sky. It was like she was riding on fire, and when she landed, she came down right on top of the turret. She grabbed the raider mounting it, pulled him out, and threw him into the street. A second later, she dropped something through the top, like a bomb or something. She leaped and flew upward right before the bomb went off. It wasn’t lethal—we checked the transport for bodies after—but it knocked them all out. She went flying into the transport next to it and sent it tumbling onto its side. While they were down, we moved to take prisoners, but by then the Dark Angel had disappeared. All that was left of her was fire in the sky.”
Subject: Michael Patel
“After we finished bombing the first wave of tanks coming across Freedom Bridge, we got separated from the rest of our troop. We had to back off when the transports trailing the tanks pulled ahead and started firing on us. The walkway doesn’t offer a lot of protection, but we had enough cover to get away, at least until the Suiciders got there. I’m not sure we would’ve been able to get back to the ground . . . but we’d known the risk when we went up. It was never a question. I still kept trying to keep the team organized, but once the bombs started hitting, the walkway started to fall apart underneath us. One of the guys nearly went falling through. I barely had the chance to grab him and pull him back before he went tumbling over into the river. When the Suiciders circled around and started coming back for us though . . . that was the first time I thought we were going to die. A few seconds later, we saw this . . . It’s hard to describe. It was a streak of fire across the clouds. Right after that, a few of the Suiciders go flying into the river. Something knocked them out of the sky. We see a bunch of guys tumbling into the water, and that gives us just enough time to get off the walkway and back onto the ground. I didn’t get to look at her. I just mean I never saw her. I’ve been hearing the talk though. I know it was her. That Angel.”
Subject: Tiffany Anne
“Yeah, uh, I saw it. Her. I’ve seen them before though. I recognize it. The armor, I mean. Not her, exactly, but the armor . . . We’ve seen Angels before, you know? I’ve seen them, I mean, me and my friends, from when we used to live in the Tower. You can tell. Their armor’s like a second skin in some places. That walker armor the raiders use is bulky. Angels . . . It’s like their armor’s a part of them. I mean, they’re obviously still bigger than us, with those shoulder pads and gauntlets and stuff. It’s just, their body armor’s a lot more sleek, like, it’s what I’d rather be wearing to a fight. But, yeah, I was helping get people into the Green Zone. I don’t know when one of those tanks managed to get away from the rest. Maybe it got lost. I don’t know. It’s easy to get lost on the island. Still, I remember when we turned a corner, and it’s just like, there was the tank, staring right at us. There’s a second where all I could think was that, it’s over for us. I mean, its barrel is pointed right at us. And then, she just cuts out of an alley, right out of the shadows. And she does this thing where, one second, there’s nothing in her hand, but the next, it’s like a sword appears out of nowhere. I don’t know how it works, but she cuts right over the top of that tank, and I see her sword cut straight through the tank’s barrel like it doesn’t even exist. The whole thing just goes rolling off like was never there, and maybe five seconds later, she’s ripped the top of the tank off of the thing. I had to get everyone across the street, so I don’t know what happened to the crew inside. All I can say’s she did something with them, because that tank never started up again.”
Subject: Carlos Martin
“Are you kidding me? You can’t believe what I saw. Won’t believe what I saw. I’ll lose my position in the militia because everyone will think I’m insane. But I’m telling you, she cut right through the walkers that were hitting us. I know for damn sure she took out at least three of them in front of my eyes. She danced around them like they weren’t there. This lady, she must have jumped straight up ten feet and onto the head of one of those things. One of his buddies took a shot and blasted the head right off that walker suit. That rifle shot never came close to hitting her though. This woman summersaulted backwards and behind this guy who’s firing on her, and she cuts him right down the back when she does it. His whole repulsor pack explodes and shuts him down. Half a second later, she’s running away as the last of those walkers is taking shots at her. This person leaps up to the wall, kicks off it, rolls along that walker’s feet, and cuts out its legs at the kneecaps. Whole suit just goes collapsing. I never seen nothing like it. Yeah. I keep hearing the name. I know what they’re calling her. The Dark Angel? You better believe it.”




Tommy’s Recording 15
From what I can tell, Colonel Martin is barely holding himself back. I swear, it looks like he’s about to erupt or something. The guy’s face is so red you’d almost think he was a cherry. There’s video of the Dark Angel running on the screen behind him. The battle’s only been over for maybe half an hour, and already he’s having a meltdown over everything. “What the hell am I looking at here, doctor? I thought this was your area of expertise. Old World tech? This isn’t Carthage technology, I’ll give you that much.”
Doctor John Watson. I swear, sometimes that man feels like he came from another world or something. He’s barely even paying attention to anything the colonel’s saying. Instead, the old guy’s got this smile on his face, like he couldn’t be happier to see this Angel on the screen. “Oh, my, no. It is certainly not Carthaginian technology. Those left footed amateurs could never engineer something so . . .” There’s this long pause and I swear, the man’s got a twinkle in his eye. “So elegant.”
“Marvelous? Doctor, this thing is an existential threat to our city. I have video of this person cutting the arms off of walking robot suits strapped with armor plating that can withstand rifle rounds from the largest guns we have in our arsenal. Can you even explain that?”
“Well, maybe if you’d stop panicking like a whimpering dog, you could wrap your mind around the basic principles behind how her sword works!” he growls, and for a second, everyone in the room’s eyes just go wide. We all know the doc gets like this, when he switches into that other person he can be. A second later, he puts a hand to his temple and leans over. The poor guy’s bracing against the table like he’s about to collapse. “I . . . apologize, Colonel Martin, I sincerely do. It’s just the . . . My attacks, they do rile me up from time to time.”
“I can appreciate that, doctor, but do we have any answers?”
President Branagh raises a hand. “Doctor, we just want to know what we’re dealing with. Like the colonel said, this is a woman with power that’s almost unbelievable. Can you give us any insights into what we’re looking at?”
“Yes. Yes, of course. The, ah, the suit is quite obviously Apeiron technology.”
“How can you tell?”
“Why, isn’t it obvious? The underlying design was common use for them before the Following Fall. Don’t you remember?”
The president shakes his head and looks as confused as I’ve ever seen him. “Ah, no, doctor. Not all of us have lived for five hundred years, as you say you have.”
“Of course. My apologies. Well, the suit’s design was standard for elite Security forces of the time. Although, this present variety has been heavily modified. There are quite certainly some more recent adaptations to the suit.”
“Such as?”
“The speed, amongst other things. Not to mention, these suits were never designed to fly. I’m given to understanding this young woman has been seeing flying through the air.”
“Quite frequently, especially today.”
“Well, as such, I’d say it is not beyond speculation that a very intelligent and very skilled scientist or engineer of some sort had this suit modified at some point in the past . . . hm. Two hundred? One hundred years ago? Yes. Yes, I’m quite certain of that.”
“Great.” The president looks over at Martin. “Well, we’ve got a time frame. A five-hundred-year-old piece of Apeiron tech that was souped up at some point in the last century.”
The colonel shakes his head. “But where the hell did it come from and what does it want?”
“Well, it looks to me like it wanted to help tonight, Martin.”
“And we know that’s going to be the case forever, Mr. President? We know we can trust this random would-be hero to be on our side forever? Do I have to remind everyone in this room that Apeiron played a part in letting the Creep invade our world? Or have we just forgotten?”
“Nobody in this room’s forgotten, Martin.”
“Then can you look me in the eyes and tell me this person won’t betray us? That we won’t have a knife stuck in our backs again?”
Branagh’s about to answer when the whole room’s interrupted by a channel from the main control room. “President Branagh, this is Central Primary central comms.”
“Yeah, Central, I know. You’re right outside the door.”
“Yes, sir. I have . . . We’ve received reports that someone’s here to see you.”
His hands run over his face. “If it’s anyone from Fort Silence who’s come here to rub their fingers in my face . . .”
“No, sir. It’s . . . it’s her.”
“Her?” For a second, it feels like everyone in the room sucks in a breath. “Her, who?”
“. . . The Dark Angel, sir.”
When we hear those words, there’s nobody in the room who doesn’t look like they’re both excited and a little scared. The president probably takes at least a minute before he finally says anything. “Well, if she wanted to bust in here, considering what she’s capable of, then I guess we’d already be looking down the edge of that sword of hers.” He takes a second to get ahold of himself, pressing out the wrinkles in his uniform before he talks again. “Alright, Command. Tell her . . . tell her we’re looking forward to meeting her.”
“She’s coming in now, sir.”
There’s maybe a few seconds between the time the line goes dead and when the door in the back room slides open. When she walks in, she’s just as impressive as I remember. Even in full light though, she’s just as intimidating as she was in the smoke. Tall, athletic, with that slick body armor that’s covered in plating. I realize for the first time that the tips of her gauntlets have openings, like claws could slide out, and her boots, for as sturdy as they look, are practically silent. Despite the tight layers of plating around her chest and shoulders, everything looks light and flexible. You can see why she’d be able to take a bullet and keep moving faster than almost anyone else. Then there’s that helmet. Everywhere she looks, those crimson eyes keep leaving trails, like fire. There’s no coverage over her mouth, so I’m not able to tell where the voice modulator she’s using is. Maybe close to her neck. I guess it doesn’t matter.
The whole time I’m staring at her, she doesn’t say anything, almost like she’s shy. A little strange, right? Who’d be shy when they’re wearing a battle suit that can take out a tank? I guess the president picks up on it too, because he gets out of his chair and opens his arms wide. “Welcome to Central Freedom. My name is President Branagh, and . . . honestly, I couldn’t be prouder of what you did out there tonight. I don’t know who you are, or what you want. But, you saved hundreds of lives this evening. Thousands. Hell, if the raiders had cut us off from our food supply, then it would probably have been close to a million lives at risk between here and the outer colonies.” He points a finger at her. “You didn’t have to do any of this, but you did. So, from the bottom of my heart, for every man, woman, and child living on this island, I give you my eternal gratitude.”
Her chest rises, like she’s about to say something . . . but she doesn’t. The president smiles and keeps talking anyway. “A woman of few words. I can respect that. I want you to know, though, that you are welcome here. Honestly, I’d love to just sit down and have a chat with you. Find out who you are. How we can help you in the very same way that you helped us.”
This time, she lowers her head a little, and the crimson over her eyes disappears. For the first time, I see her actual eyes. Brown, like the earth. There’s a second when she looks right at me, and I just . . . I get this feeling, like something’s not settling in my stomach right. As she’s staring at me, it feels like there’s something in those eyes that I recognize, and even if I don’t realize I’m doing it, I find myself standing to my feet. I’m short of breath, and I don’t really get why. It’s like something inside of me clicks before my brain understands what’s going on. Then her hand goes to a button on her neck, and we see the helmet over her face disappear into blue light. The light fades out, and then I’m looking at her, but not . . . I just can’t believe what I’m looking at. Who I’m looking at.
She looks up at the room, and I can see her swallow hard before she says anything. “You call me the Dark Angel. My name . . . is Jackie Coleman.”
When she says it, when I hear her say it, my legs almost go out. I practically stumble forward, and I barely grab the table before I just pitch over onto the ground. All of a sudden, the whole room’s looking at me, but I don’t care. I’m . . . I’m stumbling. I’m stumbling toward her, and the second I’m in arm’s reach, I just grab her around the neck and pull her into me. I’ve got her locked against me, and I’m struggling to say anything. My eyes are burning, and I’m just standing there, sucking wind and practically wheezing before I can tell her, “I missed you, Jackie.”
Her arm comes around my back, and I feel her squeezing. Her chin’s buried across my shoulder, and for a long second, she doesn’t say anything. We’re just standing together at the end of the room, holding onto each other, before she finally says, “I missed you too, Tommy. I came here to let you know . . . everything’s going to be okay.”




OF OLD ACQUAINTANCES





Personal Recording of the President, Gabriel Branagh 09
There’s a time for mourning, and a time for celebration. Any victory over the raiders is a time to celebrate, and the moment things calmed down, I knew our people needed some space to breathe. The men and women who came pulling into the walls of Central Primary had a reason to be proud after all they did. Not that all of them were ready for festivities. I’ve been there. I know what it feels like. A lot of them lost friends. Some of them even lost family.
We had the injured on beds as soon as we could, and anyone needing some space for themselves, got it. Sometimes people need to be alone. Other times, people need to talk, and that’s why we don’t undervalue how important our counselors are. Still, a lot of the men and women just needed a second to recognize what they’d done. They’d saved thousands of lives. They had a reason to celebrate that. So, when everyone was safely back behind our walls, we let everyone who wanted to celebrate have a go of it. Even rolled out the beer for the occasion. There are times when nothing beats a cold drink, and for a lot of people, tonight was one of those nights.
I know Tommy was feeling pretty emotional. With all the commotion getting people settled in, we didn’t get a chance to ask him in any depth about how he knew the Dark Angel, but it was pretty clear they’d been friends at some point. That was good enough for me. Even Martin seemed to loosen up a little once he realized the two of them were close. Once Tommy got himself together, he marched himself out there to the courtyard to welcome back the troops. Him and the other officers had to do their duties and make sure their people were okay. It’s just good for everyone’s morale to see their leaders mixing it up after a rough night like we had. That’s why even Martin got himself out there.
It’s fair to say that that the Dark Angel coming with us changed the whole mood of the celebration. Everyone was already relieved to be back. When she walked out there with me though, everyone got the sense that something had changed for Central. We had something new on our side, someone who could help turn the tide of the fighting in our favor. They didn’t swarm her. Either they were too afraid, or they just had good manners, but the men and women gave her some space. Still, a few came up to say thanks. She has a natural way with dealing with the troops though. Everything out of her mouth was about how she’d just been there to help and how it was the militia that really saved the day. She put all the credit on the troops. That’s the kind of attitude you can’t teach.
I had to convince her to head out there too, which lets me know that, as strong as she might be, she’s got a humble streak. If I’m going to be honest, I’m a little grateful for that. She’s a little intimidating, standing as tall as she does and with those glowing eyes. She didn’t take off the mask, but she turned the lights off and spent the whole evening deflecting. Everyone in that room knew she’d spent the whole fight cutting through tanks and walkers like it was nothing. Still, she refused to take any credit without giving any back. With all of that said, I’m not sure what her M.O. is. Martin wants her detained. I refuse to let that happen, not after everything she did. For all I know, she might want to get the hell out of here. I hope not though. If we could convince her to stay on, well, all I’ll say is she’s got the makings of a leader.




Dodger’s Recording 09
Me and Mike skipped everything happening at the garrison. He was kinda worried about Cynthia and Mandy, which I get, you know? It makes sense, and I knew Mike had things to take care of with his guys. I just wanted to make sure everyone at the apartment was okay. I mean, you don’t spend your whole night trying to save everyone’s life just to immediately forget about it all once everything’s over.
I guess I got so busy making sure everyone was back in their rooms that I didn’t realize how late it was. It had to have been a few hours until dawn when I finally got back to Cynthia’s. Mike was already there with her and Mandy, and honestly, I was just glad to sit down and breathe. Cynthia must’ve noticed I was freaking out because the second I was in a chair, she just came over and wrapped her arms around me. Then there was Mandy. She might be a little rude sometimes, but then there are times she’s just another twelve-year-old, hugging you because she needs it as much as you do. So, we’re all hugged up when I see Mike just smiling at me like a goof.
“What?” I ask him with a smile.
“It’s just good to be alive,” he says. “My girlfriend, her little sister, and one of my best friends all in the same room. Don’t think I could ask for much more.”
Cynthia and Mandy pull themselves off and grab chairs by the table. I can see Cynthia squeezing her fists over and over, which of course worries me. “Hey, are you okay, by any chance?”
She smiles for about all of half second before shaking her head. “I feel like cooking, to be honest. It’s how I calm down. I’ve seen a lot of fights, but this? Nothing like this . . .”
“Oh, I’m totally with you. I don’t think any of us have.”
“I . . . We nearly . . .” I see her look up at Mandy. “When that wall came down on us . . .”
Mandy just says it. “We should’ve died.”
I can practically see the breath rip out of Cynthia. “Yes, Mandy, we could have. We didn’t, though.” She stops for a second before looking at Mike. “Who was that, anyway? Who saved us?”
He shakes his head. “That’s . . . Think that’s the person we’ve been hearing about out in the Deadlands. The Dark Angel.”
Mandy looks over at him. “She lifted a wall. Nobody’s supposed to be able to lift a wall.”
“True, but you can’t forget she was wearing some sort of armor. We must’ve seen tons of armored suits out there that were really strong.” Mandy nods, but I can tell she’s still wondering about it. Mike doesn’t even really look convinced, actually. “We’ll figure it all out, anyway. Tommy should be here soon.”
That gets my attention. “Did you hear from him?”
“Yeah. Said something about having to talk to us about . . . I dunno. Said he should be here soon.”
“He didn’t tell you what he wanted to talk about?”
“Nah. ‘Course, it was pretty busy at the garrison with everyone coming in. You know Tommy had a lot to take care of.”
“I know. I’m just . . . It was just a rough night, you know?”
Mikes smiles my way. “Hey. You want to see the guy. I get that.”
I’m already blushing when I feel Cynthia’s hand rubbing on my back. “It’s okay to want to see him, Dodger, especially after everything that just happened.”
I don’t even have a chance to say anything because we all notice the sound of the front door starting to open. All of us look out of the kitchen at the hall, listening as footsteps come our way. I’m practically pushing out of my chair when he steps around the corner. I see him all cleaned up with his military jacket hanging open, and I’m just . . . happy. I’m ready to charge him when he holds a hand up, and I give him this confused look, but he just nods at me.
“Just a second, Dodger,” he tells me. “I think everyone needs to take seat for this.”
“Uh, okay? Is everything alright?”
“Ah, yeah, everything’s fine. Just, please, trust me. I think you need to sit down before I say anything else.” I don’t know what to tell him, so I just do what he asks. I sit back down and watch as he looks behind him, back into the apartment hall. “Um, you know we had someone swoop in to save us tonight.”
Mike’s starting to look concerned. “Talking about the Dark Angel?”
He breathes in hard and nods. “Yeah. The Angel.”
“Tommy. What’s going on, man?”
He hesitates for a second, and I see him look back into the hall again. This time, he waves forward, and we can hear another set of very soft footsteps. There’s a second where we’re watching, and then all of our eyes just shoot wide open. When I see her, I’m . . . shocked. She’s standing there with that helmet of hers on, her eyes looking between use from between two slits in the metal frame.
Next to me, Cynthia’s hand shoots to her mouth. “My God. You’re the one. You saved us. You saved my little sister.” Her voice is shaking while she’s talking. “Thank you. Oh, my God, thank you.”
Mike sits up straight while he’s trying to understand what’s going on. “Yeah, you . . . you were amazing out there. Just, I’m . . . I’m confused. Why’re you here? Not that . . . not that we want you to go, it’s just . . .” He doesn’t know what to say, but none of us really do. I mean, we’re staring at someone who flies through the air and tears the roof off of tanks. “Not trying to be rude. You saved Cynthia. I couldn’t ever pay you back. So, I’m glad you’re here. Just not sure why.”
She looks over at Tommy, and he nods at her as he pats her on the shoulder. I remember thinking how weird a gesture it is. Anyway, she looks back at us. I can see her breathing hard as she taps onto some control panel in her gauntlet’s wrist, and then the room’s lighting up. Blue light starts lifting up her legs and over her hips, traveling up her chest and toward her face. The whole time, her armor’s just vanishing. I can see it literally getting eaten up by the light and leaving her in this black, body tight jumpsuit, until she’s standing there about a foot shorter than she just was. I’m already kind of shocked by everything I’m looking at when the light finally passes over her helmet. Then, it . . . it finally vanishes, and she’s just standing there . . . I really think my heart stops when I finally see her face.
Mike reacts harder than I do. He gets up and stumbles back, kicking over his chair in the process. I’m jumping at him and grabbing his arm the second I see him falling back, and I’ve barely got him before he goes tumbling. I brace him against the back counter and catch Cynthia and Mandy staring at us like we’re insane. It feels like it. How couldn’t I feel crazy with what I’m staring at?
Mike finally manages to say something between his panting. “Jack . . . Jackie. Jackie. What . . .?”
Jackie bows her head, almost like she doesn’t want to stare at him. “Hi, Mike.” Then she looks at me. “Dodger. . .” She sounds like she’s choked up. “It’s really good to see you.” I’m still clutching onto Mike like his life depends on it at the same time that I’m trying to say something, but I keep feeling my words getting stuck in my throat, like it’s impossible for me to speak. That’s when I see Mandy up and walking over to her. Jackie notices too, and she looks down at her. “Oh. Hi?”
Mandy stares up at her for what feels like forever, even if it’s really just a few seconds. Finally, she says, “You know, you saved our lives. You saved my sister’s life. I had to say thanks.” Jackie doesn’t say anything for a second, and I really feel like I can see a sparkling in her eyes, like she’s almost going to cry. She doesn’t, but she gets down on a knee and wraps her arms around Mandy, and Mandy throws her arms around her. “I don’t know what I’d do without my sister.”
Jackie nods. “I’m glad you two are okay.” They break their hug, and Jackie gets back to her feet. Her eyes go over to Cynthia, and she gives her a smile. “The building, right? The one that was falling.”
Cynthia’s nodding her head like crazy. “Yes. Yes. You saved my Mandy. Saved me. I owe you . . . I owe you my life. I–”
“You don’t,” Jackie says as she shakes her head. “You don’t owe me anything. I’m just glad you’re okay. That’s all that matters.”
Next to me, Mike finally finds something to say. “Jackie, it’s been a year. How . . .?”
She looks around the room. “I’m . . . I’m a little thirsty. Sorry, it’s been kind of a rough night. Could I get some water? I’ll be happy to explain everything. At least, as much of it as I can.”




Tommy’s Recording 16
“Judge killed me.”
It’s the first thing Jackie says once we’re sitting down in the living room, and it makes me feel like somebody’s punched me in the gut. I still manage to respond. “I mean, we all figured. We saw your body, Jackie. The doctor . . . He did the autopsy on you.”
“Doctor?”
“Oh, yeah. Sorry. There was this guy hiding on the bottom floor of the Tower. He’s the one who took care of your body. I mean, we thought it was your body, but you’re here . . .”
Mike’s stone cold silent, but Dodger’s as curious as ever. “How did . . . I mean, how did you survive?”
Jackie shakes her head. “It’s like I said. I didn’t. Not really. That day in the Tower, I did everything I could to make sure everyone was okay.” She stops for a second, and I can see the smallest smile on the edge of her lips. “I’m glad everyone made it through.”
“Well, I don’t think any of us was going to give up after what you did to save us.” She shakes her head. “If you didn’t live though . . .”
“What’re you thinking, Dodger?”
“It’s just, if you did die, then only one thing could have brought you back to life.”
“Oh, yeah?”
“Yeah. The Creep cells that were in your bloodstream.”
Not only do I see her inhale, but I can Cynthia sucking in a sharp breath. “Creep cells?” There’s just this small look of fear on her face as her eye move to Jackie. “You’re a . . . You’re a Creeper?”
“No, not . . .” She shakes her head, and it’s pretty clear the words hurt her. “When you say Creeper, you’re talking about those mindless things that just kill. Except, that’s not what Creep cells were meant to do. At least, not to everyone.”
“Then what . . .” Cynthia shakes her head. “Jackie, you saved my life. I trust you. I need you to know that. But my . . .” Her eyes go over to Mandy, and for a second, she can’t get the words out. “Our parents were . . . killed . . . by Creepers.”
“I’m sorry,” Jackie says. Her face doesn’t break, but I can tell those words sting. “Creepers have hurt a lot of people I care about, so I know how you feel. I’m not one of them. This happened a long time ago, but the point of developing Creep cells was to make people faster and stronger. It wasn’t supposed to make those things out there in the Deadlands. Obviously, things didn’t go according to the plan, but I didn’t get made into a Creeper. In me, the cells worked like they were supposed to. Creep cells can help you recover from wounds that would kill anyone else. They can even . . .” She stops. It’s like she doesn’t want to say it.
Mandy says it for her. “They brought you back from the dead.”
Jackie looks across the room at her and nods. “Yeah.” A smile crosses her lips, but it’s not happy. “Funny. I never thought I’d be the person people were scared of. I guess this is what it’s like to see a ghost.”
Dodger leans in. “That’s the deal, Jackie. Your heart . . . It stopped.”
“The Creep cells stayed active. They don’t get most of their energy from the body. I don’t know how it all works. I’m actually still figuring out a lot of the details. What I know is they get their energy from somewhere else, and that’s what brought me back. The Creep cells never died, and they rebuilt . . . Well, just about everything. I think I had broken ribs, I was bleeding internally, and just about all of my organs were shutting down. Did shut down.” She looks at me. “But, you guys probably could’ve guessed that. You saw the fight with Judge.”
Just her saying it almost makes my breath stop. It’s pretty clear I’m not the only one, because I can see Mike and Dodger’s faces go pale. Cynthia and Mandy both look a little confused, so I’m not surprised when Cynthia leans in. “Judge is the one from the Tower, right? The monster that you all barely survived?”
Mike’s been quiet this whole time, but he nods and leans in. “Yeah. Yeah. Never really figured out what he was all about. The doc said he’d been part of the original group that got tested on. You know how the doc is though. With his memory, he can barely piece the story together.”
Jackie clears her throat. “That’s not completely the story. Judge wasn’t one of the first. He was the first person to bond with the Creep. Creepy Sally . . . No. It’s not right to keep calling her that. He name was Anna Sally Judge. Her brother, Judge, his real name was Jonathan Sebastian Judge. They were both experimented on along with a whole bunch of other lower-class kids. He was the first one to show any sort of powers, but she was the first one to go violent. Johnny was the most powerful psychic to ever be born. At least, as far as I know, but we all saw what he could do. He was so connected with the Creep he could control it like a pet. Sally was never that strong, but for some reason, her cells just destroy other types of Creep cells.”
Dodger nods. “That’s why, when you injected him with your blood, he died.”
“Yeah. Pretty much.”
“So . . . those two we saw holding each other . . . after the fight was over.”
“That was Johnny and Anna.”
“And you know all this . . . how, exactly?”
Jackie takes a deep breath as she sits back in the chair. “The Creep . . . It’s full of everybody’s consciousness. I mean, everyone who died in it. The Demons we used to see? People’s consciousness that got trapped in the Creep and tried to reach out to us. If a person’s got stronger psychic powers, their consciousness doesn’t fade into the Creep when they die. It just kind of . . . swims, I guess. That’s how Johnny kept taking new bodies for centuries. So, that vision you saw of Johnny and Anna was just their minds touching yours. It was just a lot clearer because of their psychic abilities. I know all that because I’m connected to the Creep too, now. The last thing Anna shared with me before she passed on was a vision of when all this got started. She showed me the first time she ever let loose with her power and pretty much wiped out an entire floor of Apeiron staff. She did it because she was protecting Johnny.”
That’s when I cut in. “Wait, wait, wait. So, if their minds just swim, then can’t they come back?”
“Not this time. I don’t know why, but injecting Anna’s cells into Johnny’s body affected his powers, too. They can’t take on bodies anymore. Anna never did, actually. Johnny was the only one who kept doing it.”
“And you? Are you going to . . . I mean . . .”
“Am I going to end up like them?”
“Yeah. I don’t know if I actually want to ask this, it’s just . . .”
“I don’t think so? I’ve been dealing with these powers for something like a year now, and there are . . . things, weird things that happen in my body. I think I’ve got control over it though. But, I also know Anna showed me that she was pretty normal for years after she got her powers. She went a couple of centuries without becoming Creepy Sally, and that only happened because Security in the Tower hit Johnny with something that made her sure he died permanently That kind of broke her, I think? After that, she just gave in to her sadness, and the Creep took over her after that.”
“Damn.”
Mike looks over at us. “If you say you’re alright, that’s good enough for me.”
Cynthia nods at him then looks at Jackie. “Jackie, all this is confusing, but . . . again, you saved my sister. She’s my life. Mi vida. I’ll always believe in you after doing something like that.”
Dodger gives her one of those big smiles I love about her. “Jackie, you were the first cool nerd girl I ever got to hang out with. Plus, you saved my life I don’t know how many times. I don’t care if your blood’s all full of Creep. I’m just glad you’re back.”
I look at Jackie. “Obviously, I’m glad you’re back. What took you so long, though? We’d already . . . I mean, we all figured you were dead right after the fight with Judge.”
Jackie smiles. “Because I was. But, if you want to know where I was, then I can only tell you that I was lost. I stepped out of the Tower and just . . . I mean, what do you do when you step into a wasteland of death with nobody to help you? Honestly, I just started walking in the wrong direction. I went west for a while, then north. I was out there for months before I heard stories about this place.”
“You survived out there by yourself? For that long? I mean, we went west for a while, too. The professor had some pretty amazing tech that helped us stay alive, but I don’t think we could’ve done it without him. We were scraping by just to find food for a while.”
Her smile turns into a chuckle. “Yeah, well, I guess surviving’s easier when you don’t need to eat.”
“Wait. What did you say?”
“I don’t need to eat. I mean, I still like to eat, but I don’t need to. I still get hungry. I guess my stomach still likes having something in it once in a while.”
“So, the Creep cells keep you alive even when you haven’t eaten?”
“Remember when I said the Creep cells take energy from somewhere else? I basically get all the energy I need from wherever it is they’re drawing it from.”
“That’s . . . amazing.”
Dodger shoots me these wide eyes, like I’m insane. “You’ve got to be kidding me, Tommy. We’re talking about way beyond amazing here. That’s . . . I mean, I don’t even have a good word for that. Extraordinary? Maybe unbelievable? I mean, I’m mind blown right now.”
Jackie’s eyes wander to the kitchen. “Uh, I know this probably isn’t the right time, but I actually . . . haven’t . . . eaten in a while. I feel terrible for asking this, but could I . . .”
Cynthia’s already on her feet, with Mandy close behind her. “Oh, you don’t know me yet, Jackie, but trust me. I love to cook.”
Mike laughs as she walks into the kitchen. “It’s true. She does.”
Jackie actually heaves out in relief. “Thank the Builders, because I really didn’t want to ask.”
“But, uh, it’ll take a bit to cook.” I realize he’s shifting in his chair, like he’s a little uncomfortable. “Just, was wondering if you wanted to . . . talk, real quick?”
Dodger’s already walking over to me and grabbing me by the hand. “I think me and Tommy are going to mosey on over to the kitchen and help Cynthia. Come join us whenever.” She drags me off my feet before I can even say anything, but I’m still able to hear the apartment door closing behind us as Mike and Jackie head off.




Mike’s Recording 10
Jackie’s hair is picking up in the breeze as we’re standing on the roof. Not a great view on the top of the apartment, not with all the skyscrapers blocking the skies, but it’s a nice place to catch a view of the street. Not that I’m really thinking about that while I’m staring at Jackie. She’s already smiling at me when we come to a stop.
“So. Cynthia, huh?”
“Uh, yeah. Cynthia.”
She crosses her arms and looks down at the street. “I did a lot of thinking about you while I was out there.”
“I thought about you a lot too, Jackie. All the time. You can ask Tommy or Dodger. I . . . I must’ve cried about you every night for . . . for like a month, Jackie. I didn’t think I’d ever get over it, but then I met Cynthia, and I wasn’t planning for anything to happen, it’s just . . .”
She looks over at me. “Wait. Mike. Do you think I’m angry at you?”
“I just . . . I felt like I had to say something. Explain it, I guess.”
“Explain what? Mike . . . It’s been how long now? And how many times did we say we met at the wrong time? I was . . .” She laughs. “I was just too young when I met you. We grew up and there was maybe a window where we could’ve dated. Then the Scavengers happened, and David Marshall, not to mention all the death you had to see.”
“Just, from the second you rescued me, I was trying, Jackie. I feel like . . . Feels like I let you down. Like I couldn’t be the guy you’d met. I wasn’t able to be that until we’d finally gotten out of the Tower and the doc helped me get my powers under control.”
She smiles. “You were always the guy I’d met. Maybe I’m forgetting something, but I don’t remember you morphing into some weird, abusive guy or someone who stopped being curious about what’s out here. You were always Mike. All those nights talking and crying . . . Mike, I couldn’t really understand what you were going through because I didn’t have to see the people I cared about dying. Not like you. You went through a lot, and you still came out the same person. That says a lot about who you are.”
“That . . . It means a lot hearing that, Jackie. I guess that’s one thing I’ve never really been able to let go of. Just always thinking that I’d . . . that I’d let you down.” Jackie doesn’t say anything at first. Out of the corner of my eye, I see her take in a deep breath before releasing her arms. They just swing there for a moment before she wipes at her eyes, then she turns to me. Maybe I’m not ready for it when it happens, but suddenly she’s got her arms around me, and . . . I didn’t even realize that I wanted to cry, but I am. My face is buried in her shoulder, and I’m holding on to her. “I missed you, Jackie.”
“I . . . I really love you, Mike. Not in any romantic way, obviously. I mean, we missed each other when it comes to dating, but you were always my friend. Half the reason I went down into the Tower was for you. There wasn’t a second when I stopped thinking about you and everyone else. And I promise you . . . I promise you . . . there’s nobody happier than me that you’re feeling better. That you’ve found someone.”
We must hold onto each other for a while before I finally let go. Her eyes are streaked, too, when I finally see her face again. “Think you got something in your eyes, Jacko.”
She laughs and wipes at her face again. “I can’t tell you how much I miss hearing you call me that.”
“I’m just glad we got to talk.”
“Yeah. Me too, Mike.”
“There is . . . there is something else. Kinda wanted to ask you about.”
“Yeah?”
“All those things you did out there . . . lifting a building wall . . . tearing the tops off tanks . . . how do you do it?”
“The same way you lift your gun. I can just do it with a little more weight.”
“And the flying? You can really do that? How do you . . .?”
She taps at the stripped down control panel on her wrist and puts some distance between us. That blue light passes down from her head to her toes, and soon she’s standing there in her armor. “Never thought you’d see a woman fly?”
“It’s just . . . Man, it’s just hard to believe.”
She smiles at me. “Some things are worth believing in.” Then she spreads her arms and looks up, and suddenly flames just erupt from her back. A second later, she’s just rocketing up into the sky, spinning circles while she goes making this tornado of fire that evaporates behind her. I just laugh as I see her streaking away, tearing through the skies and burning up toward the clouds. It’s almost unbelievable how fast she is and how high she gets. She’s almost out of view before I see her fire turning back toward the building, and soon she’s flying back toward the roof. The whole time, I’m just grinning. Even from a distance, I can see she’s smiling, too.
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It’d been a few days off before we finally get the Dark Angel . . . I’m sorry, Jackie . . . Before we get Jackie back in the garrison. More than anything, we wanted to get her in front of Doctor Watson and Colonel Martin. I figured it was best to cover all of our bases at once. Of course, Jackie was free to bring her friends along. The honest truth is that I wanted them all there, anyway.
It’s about noon when she shows. In my head, I’m just hoping she doesn’t think this is too formal. It’s not as if I want to scare off the one person who was able to drive off the raiders. I get the notification from Martin that she’s arrived, and when she does show, she’s not flying. She pulls up in one of our military transports, and it’s only a second before her and her friends all pile out of the back. It’s funny. I can see the driver staring at her as she’s walking up the steps to the doors of the Central Primary. That armor of hers is practically silent, but she’s still intimidating. Tommy tells me she’s already a naturally tall girl, but the armor puts nearly a foot on her, and with all that plating . . . Well, let’s just say she looks like she could kick anyone’s ass in a fight.
“Jackie,” I tell her when I walk up to her.
She lowers her head, and I can see her eyes narrowing behind her mask when I greet her. “Dark Angel, in public. If you don’t mind, Mr. President. I like my privacy.” She leans into me, as if she has some secret to tell. “You know there were already people from the press who followed me to Tommy’s apartment?”
“They can be a pain, but they’re a necessary part of a free society. Point taken, though. We’ll do our best to keep your identity a secret.”
“Thanks.”
“Well, with that out of the way, you’ve already had the pleasure of meeting Colonel Martin,” I tell her as I motion over at Martin. He just lowers his head to greet her. He might not say anything, but I can tell he’s thinking up ways to stop her if he’d have to. He couldn’t, but he’s trying to figure it out. “Anyway, Dark Angel, we just wanted to talk. Get the doc to look at you, make sure everything’s okay. Nothing too out of the ordinary.”
“I understand. Tommy and everyone else will be able to stay with me?”
I look past her. She’s brought her whole crew, like I said. “Of course. This isn’t some kind of vetting process. You’ve already proven yourself as far as I’m concerned.”
“Which means I haven’t proven anything to the people you work with,” she says with a look at Martin. He just stares back at her from behind those sharp eyes he’s always had. “I’m fine with the tests, Mr. President.”
“Well, let’s get them over with then. How about it?”
I lead the way inside while she follows behind me. Tommy, Dodger, and Mike have all been here too many times to count. Tommy’s a hero in his own right by now. The militia loves him. Still, it’s a completely different thing to walk into those halls with Jackie in tow. The men and women know what she did. By now, video feeds of her holding up walls or cutting the barrels off of tanks have been making their rounds on the news. Some of the troops saw her in action for themselves. So, I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that they all seem to step back as we’re walking through, like the sea is parting. Now, Central Primary’s always a busy place. People are constantly going in and out, checking in with tactical planning or heading out to the garrison to do weapons checks. With Jackie behind me though, it might be the first time I’ve seen the place go dead quiet. Everyone stops what they’re doing as she passes through, watching as I take her through the halls and into the lab.
When we finally get there, Jackie looks downright relieved that she’s out of sight. Martin looks her way with a grin. “You certainly know how to put on a show.”
She looks back at him, but she’s not amused. “I’m not trying to put on anything, thanks.”
“Obviously, you don’t have to try.” She doesn’t say anything, and her friends might not say anything either, but they all glare at Martin. Of course, they really can’t say anything. He’s their superior officer. I guess Martin gets it though. He rolls his eyes before sucking in wind and apologizing. “Look, you’ll understand why I’m a bit reluctant to have you here. I’m sorry if that’s going to cause some friction in the immediate.”
“Colonel,” Jackie says without looking at him, her eyes staring up to the ceiling instead, “Nobody knows better than me why you shouldn’t trust someone you don’t know. Especially someone like me. I think I know what I am and what I can do. You don’t. Not really.”
Martin seems to get flustered at the comment, which doesn’t happen very often. He’s not even able to muster up a reply before I see Doctor Watson step into the room. Everyone turns to see him when he does, but the doc doesn’t say anything. Not at first. His face, though. It lights up like a starving man finding food. Watson just walks up to her, his mouth hanging open in this wide smile as he stretches his hands out to her. Jackie looks uncomfortable, which is natural when you have someone coming at you like that. Still, she doesn’t move. She just waits there as he starts running his hands down the side of her arms and walking around behind her. You can hear him chuckling a little as he does. “You’ve modified it,” he almost whispers as he’s circling. “Impressive. You deduced its modularity.”
Tommy waves a hand at him. “Uh, hey, doc? That’s our friend you’re groping there.”
“Ah, yes, of course,” he says as he steps away from her. He’s still grinning. “This technology is generations more advanced than what most people in the Tower are familiar with. How were you able to determine the means by which to unlock its modules?”
Now Martin steps in. “Doctor. English, please.”
“Yes. Yes, well, the armor is a modular system. No one piece of armor can be perfectly suited to all conditions. While most Security armor was a standard set meant to be suitable in a variety of conditions, this armor . . .” He steps back again and claps his hands once. “A perfect example of peak Old World Apeiron technology. A Security suit designed to adapt specifically to a range of combat conditions without losing performance capability. Simply put, it was the greatest piece of personal armor technology we ever produced.”
“And you managed to make it that adaptable . . . how?”
Jackie looks at him. “Like this,” she says, holding her hand out as a blue light forms through her palms. It solidifies into a thin, long sword that she holds for a second before it evaporates back into blue light. A second later, light streams along her back and forms some sort of small metallic pack. “The sword’s for cutting. The pack’s for flying.” A second later, the pack vanishes and she’s standing there in her core armor again. “It’s really not that hard.”
Martin’s eyes are wide open by now. “Amazing. How is it even close to possible?”
“Pocket Space. You use it to store food and supplies. The suit can open up Pocket Space with a lot more control. That’s how I can make different armor pieces appear. Or weapons. Instead of having to reach into Pocket Space, I can just materialize what I’ve got stored right into our reality.”
Watson steps forward again, waving his finger as he does. “Yes. Yes, of course. It’s quite simply a logical extension of Pocket Space technology. One question remains though, young lady. How were you able to deduce its functions?”
Jackie smiles as she looks at him. It’s nice to see her looking at ease. “Well, I guess we’ve never met, so you wouldn’t know that they used to think I was pretty smart back in the Tower.”
“It would have still required accessing certain databases, files . . Apeiron technology that is far more advanced than what is typically found in the Deadlands.”
“So, I kept studying. All I had was time. I found . . .” She hesitates. “A place, where I could learn more about the armor on my own.”
The doc shakes his head. His smile’s gone, like he’s concerned about something. “I made an error. I assumed you were a skilled fighter, which, of course, remains true. However, your mind . . . You must be possessed of an extraordinary intelligence.”
“I . . . I guess so.”
I see Dodger step up. “Right now’s not the time to be humble, Jackie. Doc, Jackie was picked to go into the Tower because she was so smart. I mean, of course we all know she’s strong, but that’s not why she was chosen in the first place. Jackie was sent down there because she’s really intelligent. Like, more than most people realize. She was always asking questions nobody else wanted to.”
Watson looks over at Dodger, then back to Jackie. “I see. Extraordinary.” He shakes his head suddenly, like he’s coming out of a haze. “My apologies, dear girl. Please, please, let’s all get out of this waiting room and into my laboratory. I’m eager to see how the suit is functioning, among other things.
I don’t show up to the doc’s lab much, but as far as I understand, we’ve put a lot of our resources into his experiments. I realize just how much we’ve invested when we’re in the next room. There’s a row of computers sitting along the back wall, a machine that looks like it’s loaded down with weights, and more guns racked on the wall than most people will see in their lives. And there are doors leading to even more parts of his lab. The room’s fairly long, and Watson motions down to the end of it. “If you wouldn’t mind standing against the far wall. I’d like to test the performance of the suit’s ballistic resistance.”
“Whatever you say, doc,” Jackie says as she walks to the far end of what’s basically a gun range. While she’s on her way, Watson turns to Tommy and motions at the wall.
“Would you like to do the honor, Tommy?”
Tommy stares at him for a second because he obviously can’t believe what he’s being asked. “What honors?”
“The honor of shooting at your friend?”
“Doc, I’m not going to—”
Jackie’s voice calls down from the opposite side of the firing range. “Don’t worry, Tommy. I’ll be fine.”
Tommy looks at the gun racks and pulls down a pistol. “Can I at least start small?”
Watson grins. “But of course. Science works in increments, after all.” From his pocket, he pulls out sets of ear plugs. “I had these sent over for the tests. I’d estimate you will all save your ears quite a bit of pain by putting them in.” Now, everyone in the room’s familiar with these. You use them all the time to muffle sound from a gunshot. So, everyone gets theirs plugged in pretty quick, and soon the doc’s patting Tommy on the shoulder. “You’re participating in a significant scientific event, Tommy.”
“Yeah. Whatever you say.” Tommy doesn’t look any happier about it as he points the gun downrange. “So, do I just . . . shoot, her?”
Jackie shouts back down to us again. “Not the face, Tommy, if you can avoid it.”
“Got it.” He shakes his head as he straightens out his arm. “Got it.” A second later, we all hear the crack of the gunshot and see a spark dance off Jackie’s chest. She just smiles as she stares back at him.
“I think that tickled. You can, you know, try it again. If you want.”
Tommy heaves out as he raises the gun and fires off a few more rounds. All of them go ricocheting off her chest and bouncing into the walls. Watson chuckles as he walks to the gun rack and pulls down a rifle. “To calm any concerns, I should make it known that we do have an active magnetic field that activates when the lab’s sensors detect dangerous ricochets.”
Tommy frowns. “Why don’t we have that for use in the field?”
“Do you realize how weak magnets are in most cases? The power we’re drawing upon in the lab to apply these deflective fields would drain conventional energy sources in seconds.”
“Again, whatever you say, doc,” he says as he switches out his gun for the rifle. “So, she’s going to be safe even when I’m firing this thing at her?”
“That’s what we’re going to find out, now isn’t it?”
Tommy looks more than exasperated as he points the rifle down range. This time, the kid’s a little less hesitant to pull the trigger, and soon he’s unloading a full magazine that takes maybe a few seconds to empty. Every shot just goes bouncing off of Jackie’s body. The whole time, she’s still standing there, smiling. When he’s done, she walks back toward us. “Didn’t I say that the armor’s bullet proof?”
Watson waves his finger. “Not entirely true. It’s resistant to some types of firepower, yes, and at certain ranges. Larger caliber rounds can penetrate the armor.”
“I know. I was joking. I mean, I’m the one who’s actually been wearing this out there.”
Dodger shakes her head. “Wait. So your armor’s been punctured before?”
She looks at her friend. “Mm hm. A couple of times.”
“I don’t see any damage. Did you repair it, or replace it, or . . . ?”
“It healed.”
“What the what?”
Watson turns over his shoulder to look at Dodger. “The armor’s self-healing, much like the human body. Once it detects damage, it draws on materials stored in Pocket Space to begin the repair process. Of course, given the fine electrical components that are a part of the suit, the repairs can take an extensive amount of time when the damage is overwhelming.”
Jackie nods. “Well, let’s just say that I’m happy it never got that bad.”
“Ah, do you mind if I inject you with something for the next phase of testing? Nothing intrusive, just some nanobots that will let me monitor your vital signs during your stress testing. They’ll, ah, ‘flush’ directly out of your system during your next, hm, your next visit to the facilities.”
“You mean the next time I go to the bathroom?”
“Precisely,” he says with a wink before raising an injector. “Delivered right through the skin, of course.”
“Sure, why not?” she says with a tap at her wrist, her armored gauntlet and the jumpsuit underneath vanishing in a second. With her arm exposed, the doc pushes the injector to her skin, and we all listen to the release of the spray as it’s delivered into her blood stream. A second later, blue light passes over her arm, and her gauntlet’s back in place. The doc taps at the injector.
“The nanobots are being delivered in a neutral solution. No harm done.”
“Hey, if Tommy trusts you, then I trust you.”
“Yes, well, please feel free to step over to the weights,” he says with a wave toward that machine that’s sitting in the middle of the room. There’s some sort of overhead hydraulic piston hanging from the ceiling, plus a bunch of plated weights being held up by the machine’s arms. “The device will automatically load weight as we test your upper strength limits.”
“I get it.” She says it like it’s nothing before standing inside the machine. For a second, she runs her arm over the long bar in the center. “So, do you want me to lift this first?”
Watson waves absentmindedly at her while he’s tapping at the computer keyboards. “Yes, yes, whichever you prefer. I’d like to start with a squatted lift. Do you know how to do one?”
“Well, yeah? Squat down and lift the weight on your back and shoulders.”
“Precisely what I need you to do.”
Jackie shrugs as she ducks down and tucks the bar behind her shoulders, her hands clutching the grips. “You said the machine’s going to load the weight?”
“Doing . . . so . . . now.” We all watch as the machine’s arms unload two plates and slides them onto the bar, which is still locked in place to the machine. “The average, untrained female can squat anywhere between 75 to 100 pounds of weight. When the clamps release, it will be entirely up to you to carry the weight. Are you ready?”
“Can we just start?” She looks bored as the clamps release and leave her standing there, holding the weight on her shoulders. It’s nothing too impressive to watch as she dips low and then stands up straight. The weight doesn’t even seem to bother her. “To be honest, I probably could have lifted that when I was 16 and playing baseball back in the Tower.”
Watson looks up from his monitors. “It’s merely a baseline, Jackie.” The clamps on the machine wrap around the bar and secure it even with Jackie still holding on. “Now, the next set of weights is the average weight squatted by a relatively athletic and trained female. 150 pounds. Are you ready?”
“As much as I was when we started.” Again, the clamps release, and Jackie’s left standing there for a moment. She bends to her knees, comes back to a standing position, and lets the bar lock into place. “You’re going to have to go a lot heavier, doc.”
“Yes, your biotelemetric readings indicate you’re not remotely close to exerting yourself. Spectacular. Let’s accelerate, shall we? At 250 pounds, this is the weight we’d expect a relatively trained male to be able to lift.”
“That’s too low.”
He glances over at her. “What’s that now?”
“I mean . . . have you seen what I can do?”
Watson stares at her for a second, stuck somewhere between a smile and a stare. “Very well, then. Let’s try something a professionally dedicated male would lift. Some 600 pounds, perhaps?”
Tommy glances over at the doctor. “Doc, I can’t even lift 600 pounds. I’m not sure I could ever lift that much”
“Yes, well, you’ve never torn the roof off of a tank with your bare hands either, have you?”
Tommy shakes his head as he looks back at Jackie. Multiple plates are loaded onto the bar, the clamps release, and Jackie takes her dip. She’s back up in a second and loading the bar back in place. “Do your computers tell you I’m not even sweating yet?”
Watson’s eyes are glued to the monitors. “Jackie, the weight you just now squatted . . . Most men in their wildest dreams will never be able to lift it, let alone do so without exerting themselves.”
“So, heavier?”
He nods. “1,300 pounds.”
Now it’s Martin that looks over at him. “Watson.”
Jackie interrupts. “It’s fine. Really.” Then she grabs hold of the bar again. “Give it to me, doc.” We watch as rows of weights as long as my torso are loaded onto the ends of the bar, and I can actually hear everyone holding their breath as the clamps release. But, again, Jackie just walks forward, finishes off the squat, then puts the weights back on the clamps. Everyone releases a breath while she’s standing there, looking like she wants to laugh at us. “Did . . . did you guys think that was supposed to be heavy?”
Watson’s not smiling anymore. “That’s all the weight we can safely load onto the bar. If you’ll examine the piston above you, it’s meant to apply downward pressure so that we can determine the exact amount you’re capable of holding up.”
“Cool,” she says as she raises her hands and locks her fingers around the edges of the piston. “So, this thing’s just going to push down?”
“Applying force until your biotelemetrics indicate we should stop.”
“Why didn’t we just start with this?”
The doc shakes his head. “I needed to be sure it was justified. This is an experiment, not an assassination attempt.” His fingers tap at a keyboard for a few seconds before he looks up. “Applying pressure now.” We all listen as a whining noise fills the room, followed by a hum. I can tell by looking at the piston over Jackie’s head that it’s trying to push downward. Watson keeps looking up at her then back down at his computer as he talks to her. “You’re currently holding up the equivalent of fifty pounds of weight.”
“I can’t even tell it’s pushing.”
“Oh, you will.” After that, the humming starts to get louder. “100 pounds of weight.”
“Still can’t feel it.”
“We’re going to move to your squatting weight slowly before ramping up.”
“I mean, that’s fine and all, but I’m just telling you that I can’t feel it.”
“500 pounds of weight.”
“Can’t feel it.”
“800 pounds of weight.”
“Okay?”
“1,000 pounds of weight.”
Mike’s shifting around, trying to play it off but completely unable to hide just how uncomfortable he looks. “I mean, this is cool. Nothing she didn’t just show us she can do already.”
Watson ignores him. “1,500 pounds of weight.”
Jackie doesn’t look like she’s even straining. “Anytime you’re ready to get started, doc.”
The doctor just shakes his head. “1,800 pounds of weight . . . 2,000 pounds of weight . . . 2,200 pounds of weight . . .”
Martin’s staring at the piston, and he’s seeing the same thing I am. The whole thing’s shaking. His hand’s covering his mouth as he watches, but I can hear him mumbling. “She’s holding up one ton of weight . . . like it’s nothing.”
Watson taps at the computer. “Jackie, we’re going to start ramping up more frequently now. The minute you feel like you’re straining, please inform me. I will, of course, be keeping an eye on your biotelemetrics.”
She actually shrugs while she’s holding the piston up. “Yeah. Okay.”
“3,000 pounds of weight . . . 5,000 pounds of weight . . . Jackie, we’re accelerating quickly now. Reaching 10,000 pounds of downward pressure. You’re currently holding up the equivalent of three cars.”
“I feel like I used to feel when I held a box of groceries or something.”
“You . . . you believe you can hold up more?”
“Oh, I know I can hold up more. No problem.”
“Increasing pressure to 15,000 pounds . . . 20,000 pounds . . . Jackie, you’re not feeling any strain?”
“Well, I am now, a little. It’s like holding a bunch of books over my head.”
Martin looks over at the doc. “How much pressure does this machine of yours apply?”
“Far more than I’m willing to test. However, her biotelemetrics confirm what she’s saying. There’s only mild strain in her arms and legs. If you held a 20-pound weight over your head, you’d be straining yourself less than she is right now.”
Jackie looks over at the doc. “Can we keep going now?”
“Ah, yes, of course. We’re past 30,000 pounds now, which is heavier than some of the military transport vehicles used by the militia. We could ask you to lift a metal floorboard with ten people aboard the top, and you’d be able to move them about like a vehicle.”
“A little awkward though.”
He ignores her. “35,000 pounds . . . 40,000 pounds . . . Jackie, I’m starting to see signs of strain in your muscles. How are you feeling?”
“It’s starting to get heavy, but I can hold up more.”
I can hear Tommy whisper next to me, “Jackie . . . how strong are you?”
Somehow, she hears it. “Honestly? I don’t actually know.”
Watson interrupts. “Just a little more weight. 45,000 pounds . . . 50,000 pounds . . . Jackie?”
For the first time, I can see a bead of sweat roll down under her helmet. She smiles. “I think that’s starting to get pretty heavy.”
“It should be. You’re holding up 25 tons of weight, or the equivalent of a small tank, in your hands. How long do you think you can sustain it?”
“A few minutes,” she says as she exhales. She’s starting to suck wind as she’s standing there. “Honestly, it feels . . . kind of good. I haven’t felt like I’ve really worked out in a while.”
“Yes, well, endurance beyond any human understanding and the strength to lift a military vehicle over your head would make it hard to find a suitable, stressful work routine.” His eyes flicker down at the screens. “Alright, Jackie, I’m releasing the pressure from the press now.”
She nods, and we all hear the sound of the piston as it withdraws back up into the machine. When Jackie lets go, it takes her a second to recover. She’s flapping her arms like she’s trying to get feeling back into them. “Wow. That was pretty insane.”
Martin looks over at the doctor. “How good did she do, doctor?”
Watson’s eyes are still on the computer screen. “Good is a subjective, qualitative judgement. Your definition of good may very well prove to be vastly different than mine.”
“Alright then, how much more pressure could the machine have put out? How much did she hold up compared to what the piston can do?”
“A better question than your first. Jackie was able to hold up against about twenty percent of the machine’s maximum output.” He looks up and over to us. “I’d wager there aren’t any other of you who’d like to attempt similar?”
I laugh at the idea as I adjust my uniform. “No thanks, doctor. Nobody’s saying that. We’re just trying to figure out what she can actually do.”
“She can lift some of your heaviest vehicles off the ground and still have enough strength to throw them. To put it simply, if I were a betting man, I’d rather bet on the team with her on it than the one without.”
“So would I. Just as a quick recap, she’s not only bullet proof, but she’s stronger than anyone else on the planet.”
That statement makes even the smallest trace of a smile on the doc’s face vanish. “I said no such thing. Do not put words into my mouth.”
It doesn’t take me off guard since I’m already used to his outbursts. “Calm it down there, doc. I’m just trying to see if I have my mind wrapped around what she can do.”
“The smaller rounds we used against her armor are ineffective from almost any distance. Up close, rifle fire potentially can cause damage, particularly larger rounds, such as the large caliber rounds used for piercing armored vehicles.”
“So, she can actually get hurt?”
“Oh, yes. Quite so. Despite her phenomenal strength, Jackie is not immune to rifle fire, unless you’ve found Creepers out there in the Deadlands I’m not aware of. She has all the same vulnerabilities. She can exert a tremendous amount of force, but her body itself is not impervious to gunfire.”
Jackie leans in. “I mean, I do heal just as fast as a Creeper when I get shot. A little faster, actually.”
Watson nods. “Correct. Jackie’s enhanced cellular activity and nearly endless energy limits grant her the most impressive regenerative capabilities.”
“But if I could just take a second to remind everybody that getting shot still does hurt. A lot. I might be able to take a bullet, but I don’t want everyone starting to think that I can’t get hurt.”
“Or that she can’t die,” Watson warns. “We’re currently unaware of just how extensive the damage would have to be to cause Jackie’s body to shut down, but I don’t believe that’s a test we want to conduct today.”
I shake my head. “No. Of course not. As long as we know what she can and can’t do. I needed to know what I can send her into.”
The doc’s smile finds its way back in a hurry. “Mr. President, with all due respect, Jackie could single handedly deal with almost any combat situation that a dozen of your men would struggle with.”




Tommy’s Recording 17
We came to some agreements about Jackie today. Martin’s alright with having her around, even if seeing her hold that piston up scared the hell out of him. Jackie’d been sleeping on my couch . . . Well, is it my couch or me and Dodger’s couch? She spends almost all her time at my place these days. Anyway, we finally got Jackie a room down the hall. The agreement is, and Jackie really wanted this, that nobody know she’s the Dark Angel. Can’t say I blame her. Come on, would you want people following you around all day? She’s got admirers, there’s no getting around that, but I think she wants something resembling a normal life for a while.
We also briefed her on everything going on in the Deadlands. She got the rundown on the Tank and all the raiders south of us. See, the problem is, even with her help, we just don’t have the firepower to hold out against them. Branagh nearly lost his presidency, again, because of what happened. The only reason he didn’t is because our former president, Nikola Dravic, defended him. Again. It’s like President Branagh’s entire administration exists because Dravic gives it the okay. It’s not a strong position to be in, and Branagh knows it. So, when the council demanded we reach out to Fort Silence . . . I mean, what could the president say?
The big difference when we go negotiate with Fort Silence is that this time, we have Jackie. She’s going to be coming with us when we head north to meet with General Yousef, the Golden Jackal himself. The president, Colonel Martin, me and her are going are all going to ride up there together in one of the military transports. I hate leaving Dodger behind, but she’s a grown woman. I do kind of feel like protecting her all the time, but she doesn’t need me to do that. While we’re gone, I know she’s going to be keeping up with her recuperation. She’s getting involved with the residents here in the apartment, trying to make living around the neighborhood a little easier. I’m not sure when she’s going to return to service, but I’m not going to rush her. She’ll make that decision whenever it’s time.
The trip up north won’t take too long, but for some reason . . . I don’t know. I guess I’m a little bit nervous. I haven’t spent this much time with Jackie in a year. I know she’s the same, but at the same time . . . seeing her hold up the weight of a tank . . . It’s just a little scary to think about. I do feel pretty terrible saying that. Enough people look at her weird, like they don’t know whether she’s a hero or a freak. You could see it when we were at the garrison the other day. I mean, that’s why she doesn’t want anyone in the apartment knowing she’s the Dark Angel. She doesn’t want people looking at her like some monster.
Ah, I’m being stupid. I know there’s no reason to be nervous. I’m just looking for reasons to freak out. I mean, it’s weird having someone you loved comes back from the dead. The last couple of days have moved so fast, I haven’t really had a chance to digest all of it. I think that’s the only reason why I’m having second doubts about going north. That, and not really knowing what to expect when we meet up with General Yousef. I just have to keep reminding myself that this is still Jackie. She’s got enough people looking at her funny. She doesn’t need her friends doing the same thing.




Mike’s Recording 11
Much as I like spending time with Jackie and watching her hulk out lifting weights, I’m glad to get over to St. Patrick’s Cathedral after it’s all over. Place is just a few blocks north, and Cynthia and Mandy are waiting for me by the time I get there. They’re standing out front with a crowd of people who are going back and forth between tables, passing boxes of supplies around. I skip a few steps to get up to the church doors and wrap my arms around the two of them. “Father O’Connor can’t be angry at me, right? I was with the president.”
Cynthia frowns my way. “President Branagh’s already here,” she tells me with a nod toward the tables. I follow her eyes and spot the president smiling as he packs supplies into one of the boxes, laughing with the people around him. “You just got here late.”
“But he left after I did. How’d he get here first?”
“Maybe we should just to a table,” she says as she guides us down the steps and over near to where Branagh’s working, packing supplies into boxes meant for the colonies and some parts of Central. I take a look over my shoulder as she’s leading us, just admiring the cathedral. In a city filled with skyscrapers so tall they almost block out the sky, St. Patrick’s is something else. Some would call it a work of art. Wouldn’t be wrong. Two huge spires on either side of it, and this gorgeous rose window staring down from above the doorway. Pure stone, so it’s like almost nothing else in the city. It’s old, like Central Primary, built a long time before the city started stretching up toward the sky.
Branagh waves at us as we get up close. “Michael. Good to see you,” he says as he looks over at Cynthia and Mandy. “And you two, of course. It’s hard to imagine packing supplies for the colonies without the two sisters, Cynthia and Mandy.”
Mandy smirks as she starts shoving wrapped rations and supplies into one of the boxes. “I do all the heavy lifting.”
“That you do, young lady,” he says with a wink before looking up at Cynthia. “How have things been at your medical clinic? I don’t get a chance to head up to the Upper East District as much as I’d like.”
She nods. “Well, we’re worried. Fall is here, so people will start getting sick soon with winter around the corner.”
“That’s the crazy part about living in this city. Fall’s so perfect. Then winter rolls around, and the whole place feels like it’s freezing into an ice block. You can imagine what life was like here when it could actually snow.”
“You’ve talked about it before. I haven’t seen those pictures.”
“Hell of a thing. A blanket of white on the streets and sidewalks. Huge balls of snow piled on top of one another to form snowmen. The department stores filled with lights and decorations for the holidays.”
“It sounds beautiful.”
“It was. I’ll have Mike bring you down to Central Primary sometime to see the pictures. You know, the original building used to be a public library for the city. It’s filled with archives from the past, and that includes some amazing pictures they took back then. We might have lost a lot of it after the Following Fall, but there’s a decent amount that survived.”
“Well, Gabriel, I would love to go. You did ask about the medical clinic though . . .”
“Right.” He shakes his head as he passes a box along to her that she sends off to the next volunteer, sending it down the line to the end of the table. “I’ll make sure we have all the medical supplies we can muster sent out to the clinics by the month’s end. Then, we’ll try to organize some expeditions into the Deadlands. I’m hoping that we’ll have some fairly smooth times scavenging supplies while the raiders are licking their wounds.”
“You think they’ll stay away from Central for a while?”
“Exactly.” His eyes go over to mine. “How about it, Mike? Think that’s a plan that’ll work?”
“Sure,” I tell him as I pass along another box. “After what Dark Angel did, I think they’ll think twice before coming around again.”
“That’s what I’m betting on. She’ll give them something to think about, that’s for sure. Anyway, I’ll have to head out to Fort Silence soon to meet with Supreme General Suliman, but Martin’s got instruction to send out teams to recover whatever supplies we can. That will include medical supplies, of course.”
Mandy laughs from next to me as she’s packing a box. “Who calls themselves a supreme general? That sounds made up.”
“Well, little lady, this will be my first time meeting him, so I’ll have to ask for myself. But, I think you’re perfectly right. I think his father just made up the title to sound important.” That’s when someone coughing from behind the president gets all of our attention. When we look up from what we’re doing to see who it is, I practically see the president’s eyes roll. “Representative Dravic,” he says with a nod to the older man standing there. Then he looks at the slim black woman next to him. “Representative Bouley.”
She just gives him a courtesy nod back. “President Branagh. Always good to see the man of the people out with the people.”
“Kind of you to say. I can’t see your other hand right now though, Tasha. Is it behind your back, holding a knife you’re going to stab me with?”
“Gabriel, I don’t like you as a president, but that doesn’t mean I want to kill you. Not always.”
Dravic smiles uncomfortably as he holds up a hand and mumbles through his teeth. “Such incredible banter between friends. Must I be the voice of reason here and remind everyone we are at a supply drive, surrounded by people who could talk to the media, while standing on holy ground,” he says as he looks up. We all look up with him and down to the end of the table, where Father O’Connor is making rounds between volunteers. He’s wearing that long white robe he’s known for, water blue eyes staring out from between the lines in his face and sitting beneath his clean cut of graying hair. He waves and smiles at us when he spots us, and we all do the same, pretending to be getting along before he continues to the next table.
Branagh smirks as he shovels another box along. “So, it takes an act of God to make us all get along. Ironic.”
Dravic pats him on the back. “For the record, we are both visiting our constituents who are volunteering here.”
“I guess the boxes are a little too heavy to pick up, eh, old friend?”
“Enjoy the blessings of youth while you may,” he says with a nod as he moves on. Tasha lingers there for a little bit longer, standing at Branagh’s side until he looks annoyed.
“Anything I can help you with, Tasha?”
“A little bird told me you had the Dark Angel in today.”
“I did. It’s not a state secret.”
“It’s not exactly something you let the rest of us know about either.”
“The Advisory Council is just so busy. You know, checking up on its constituents.” Tasha grits her teeth and fakes a laugh as she leans into him, wrapping an arm around Branagh. It’s just then that I realize there are people behind me, and I’m half turned around, looking like some dumb animal with its jaw hanging open, when the flashes start going off. The press, tablets up and flashes firing away as they’re taking pictures. Tasha’s teeth are still locked together like a skeleton’s when she says, “Always a pleasure, Mr. President!”
Then, just as soon as it all started, she’s gone, and the press is gone too. They’re moving around the tables, taking pictures and lining up to interview Father O’Connor. Branagh heaves out as he turns back to the table, his hands grabbing for supplies to shove into another box. “We’re on church grounds, so I’m not going to say I hate those two. It’s just . . .”
Mandy shrugs. “Cynthia always tells me that I don’t hate anyone. I just strongly dislike them.”
“Thank you, Mandy. That’s about right,” he says as he looks down the row of tables, to where Dravic and Tasha are talking to volunteers. “I very, very strongly dislike those two.”
Cynthia must notice I look uncomfortable, because she leans my way and whispers in my ear, “Is something wrong?”
Have to admit, I do look unhappy when I look back at her. “Think they’re going to publish that picture of me looking dumb, with my mouth hanging open, in the news?”
That gets a laugh from her as she goes back to packing. “You know they will.”




Jackie’s Recording 01
Recorder on.
It’s been four months since the incident. Three months since I recorded. I just . . . I haven’t wanted to do it. Which is funny, since I used to be all about it. Now . . . not so much.
I don’t think I wanted to talk to Tommy and Mike and Dodger. Not really. I’m not sure I wanted to ever speak to them again. I don’t know . . . Maybe too much time had passed. Maybe too many things had happened. It was just amazing to see that they were doing alright, but I don’t think I was ready to meet up with them again. To be perfectly honest, I’m not sure I would ever have been ready, but I had to do something when I saw Central Freedom was being attacked. I knew I had to make some kind of move. Otherwise, everyone would have died, and that’s just . . . That’s something I will not allow.
I will never let something like . . . something like that . . .  happen again.
At least, not as long as I have the strength to make a difference.
Well, the cat’s out of the bag, now. They know I’m alive. This whole city, everyone in Central Freedom, knows the monster they’ve been talking about out in the Deadlands is actually me. Or, at least they know it was the Dark Angel. When they see me walking around Central Primary, I can tell they don’t know what to think of me. I know some of them respect me, but a lot of them probably still think I’m a monster.
I just held up 50,000 pounds of weight above my head today, so I don’t blame them.
Dodger. Mike. Tommy. They’re all glad to have me back, but things are still a little weird. They’ve had a year to go without me, so the group’s changed. Dodger’s shacked up with Tommy and Mike’s with that girl, Cynthia. I’m happy for them, but the whole group dynamic’s different now. Better, maybe. Tommy’s turned out to be a great leader, from what I can tell. Dodger and Mike, too. They’ve really become . . . amazing. Mike doesn’t have that old fear that used to follow him everywhere, always scared he was going to get someone killed. I guess he finally realized how good he was at his job. Or, maybe he just remembered he was that awesome. Dodger’s working through some stuff right now. She’s still a little in shock from her gun wound, and I’m pretty sure she’s still thinking she got someone killed. I’ll . . . I’ll talk to her, if I need to.
Nighttime bothers me these days, but it got worse after I moved into my apartment. After everyone goes to sleep, I’m just left standing on the apartment rooftop. They gave me my own place, but . . . it’s weird when you don’t actually need to sleep. The longest I ever went was 13 days, when I was tracking a slave trader across the Deadlands. God, what a trip that was. Even burning fuel day and night, I wasn’t ever able to track him down. I just accidentally stumbled on where he was camping out. At least I got him. I helped people, made some families happy. Those are actually some pretty good memories. Anyway, the whole not needing to sleep thing just messes with my already deeply rooted anxiety, so even if I can still technically fall sleep, it’s hard to make myself do it.
So there I am, standing there by myself when everyone’s already getting ready for bed. I realize it’s a bad idea when I feel him coming for me. When he comes calling, I’m sort of expecting it. It’s been a while. I don’t have to look back, because I see a red flare of light along the edge of the roof. Before he says a word, I can tell he’s standing behind me, and he knows that I know, but I just keep staring out on the city.
“You can’t ignore what’s in front of you.”
It takes a second before I say anything. I still don’t look back at him. “Took you long enough to come after me.”
“Are you really going to stand there with your back to me? Did we abandon all manners? Perhaps people have just stopped saying hello.”
I suck in a deep breath before turning around. He’s there, looking the same as usual, floating just off the ground and with a shadow over his almost empty eyes, like you can never really get a good look at his face. “Good to see you, too.”
“There’s no need to lie to me. I see your every thought and taste every feeling. If you’re not happy to see me, then just say so.”
“Fine. I’m not happy to see you.”
“After all we’ve been through. After I helped you during your struggle against Judge and helped you escape the Tower, after I explained all the power that would wriggle between your fingers, you still hate me this much?”
“I don’t . . . It’s not that I hate you. What would I hate? You’re not even . . . you’re not a human. You’re not a part of the Creep. I just . . . I’m never going to be able to shake the feeling that you know more than you tell me.”
“You think I’ve held back secrets from you. Secrets that would have helped you avoid what happened during your ‘incident’ all those months ago? You think I could have stopped it from happening.”
Just thinking about it makes me turn around. For a second, I want to say something, but I feel my voice shaking. It’s bad enough that I can barely mumble, “Yes.”
“Truth remains even when we try to look away from it. In this world, I am limited, but that wasn’t always the case. I remember seeing beyond doors, seeing the truths behind realities, and understanding the past and the future as one vision. But I can’t do that anymore. Something’s blocking me, but you should know that. Do you remember what’s restraining my powers?”
“I do. The Creep. And the Angels.”
“We have a contract, Jackie Coleman. A pact. I chose you to find out what the Angels are.”
“A contract? What contract? What did I ever get out of helping you?”
“How quickly you forget that I gave you the spark of life necessary for the cells in your body to adapt to the Creep. Or perhaps you don’t remember that I saved you from Judge’s hunt, when you were running terrified through those black halls in the Tower.”
“I never agreed to do anything for you.”
“And yet we both know that it is in our mutual best interest for you to find out who the Angels are. If all your world’s troubles can be traced to a source, we both understand that it has to be them.”
“I know.” I turn around again and look back down on the city. “I just need some time, okay?”
“You’ve had time. You’ve had a year to master your suit and discover your powers.”
“That’s not what I mean.”
“I see. So, like so many others, you want to live in that one single moment, in your guilt, imprisoned by something you cannot change.”
I whip around, and I can feel my lungs burning when I stare him down. “What the hell would you know about it? You come around whenever you feel like it, then act like you can tell me what to do. You can’t . . . you can’t even do anything in this world without me doing it for you. Isn’t that what you were always telling me? That you can barely make anything in this world change? So, what good are you? All you ever did was show up in the Tower and scare people. Well, I’m not scared of you anymore, and I’m not scared of the Creep. I’ve already died, and the Creep doesn’t affect me anymore, so why should I be afraid of you?”
His eyes narrow as he folds his arms across his chest. “How disappointing. Are you done blaming me for your own failure?”
“Stop it.”
“Take responsibility for your choices, Jackie. You chose to trust the wrong people.”
“Shut up.”
“It was your decisions that brought the most permanent of consequences to the people around you.”
“I told you to stop talking . . .”
“In your anger, you wander off on this little crusade of yours to wipe out every raider in the Deadlands, distracting you from the real threat that looms over your world. Then, somehow, you find a way to blame me for your own failings. How disappointingly human.”
“Just get the hell out of here, okay? I didn’t ask for you to be in my head all the time. I’m not the little girl you met who was trying to figure out a way just to get out of the Tower.”
“No, you’re not. You could have changed the world. But, human beings are cursed by their limitations. To grow, you must move forward into the future, but you’re still trapped in a single moment of your past.”
“Look. I need you to leave me alone. Please.”
“I will, and when you need me again, don’t reach out your hand. There’ll be nothing to spark your heart back to life next time, no one else who understands your powers when you stand alone in the cold night, when the darkness is consuming and you realize that nobody else can see the depth of the threat that lies out there, in the Creep.”
I look away from him, trying to figure out something to say. I lie. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“You don’t, Jackie Coleman? Then look up.”
For a second, I hesitate, feeling my chest tightening up but also just compelled to look up at the same time. When I finally lift my head, the city’s on fire. The buildings are collapsing as tendrils rip upward out of the ground, ripping buildings apart and sending steel and concrete collapsing out of the air. My breath is picking up speed as my eyes move further up, watching huge orbs of living muscle and tendrils falling out of the sky, collapsing onto the city streets and sending thousands of Creepers exploding out into Central, tearing into buildings and swarming, like a flood of living mass. They collapse over each other, swarming through the streets in a wave and overwhelming people trying to run away, a flood of claws and teeth shredding people apart in seconds.
But it’s those last few inches up that my eyes move, looking into the clouds, that makes my heart top. I look where the red skies are swirling, like a tornado’s getting ready to touch down. Then, dozens of orange beams start shining down across the city as eyes open up all across the sky, tendrils whipping back and forth through from the darkness above me. After a long second, the clouds suddenly just look like they’re being pushed away, until out of those hundreds of eyes, one single eye as big as a dozen city blocks opens up. The pupil inside constricts and then dilates, the city soaking in orange light as the skies start releasing thousands of those orbs, Creep raining down for miles and miles. Every inch of the city, all the way to the horizon, explodes apart as the Creep rips through it all, obliterating Central apart while I just stare at all of it happening. And I’m frozen, not able to look away as that massive eye suddenly looks toward me. My heart feel beats once before my body goes cold, rooted there to the rooftop as the world in front of me is doused in burning orange light.
And when I blink, just like that, everything’s back to normal. I’m staring into the face of the Stranger, his arms crossed as he hovers there, just a few feet in front of me. He leans into me, his lips right beside my ear, and his voice burning through my head as he whispers, “I know you still hear them.” When he says it, a red pocket of energy in the world burns open behind him, and then he’s gone. I’m just left standing there for a second, feeling my heart pounding out of my chest as I try to get myself under control, my eyes looking down the streets but finding nobody out there in the dark. It’s just me up there, alone, and admitting to myself that he’s right. I still hear them.
Johnny.
Sally.
Why can’t I stop hearing them?




Tommy’s Recording 18
If there was any doubt, any doubt whatsoever, that we were eventually going to have to join forces with Fort Silence, it disappeared today.
Today . . . today was rough.
Mikey was out on patrol in the Deadlands. The War Council’s pretty much made it mandatory that we collect more intel ever since the invasion. I mean, can you blame them? The raiders were at the doorstep of Central Primary before Jackie pulled our asses out of the fire.
Anyway, I’m at the garrison, going over what we’d need to make a safe run up north, when everything goes to hell. Before I understand what’s happening, I’m watching guys running back and forth like their lives depended on it. Once I realize what’s happening, I get myself over to Central Command. Martin’s already there, because he lives and breathes the military life, but there’s else I recognize. All Martin does is give me a nod before looking back up to the monitors.
That’s when I see what’s going on, and it doesn’t take a genius to figure out what I’m looking at. All hell’s breaking loose on the screen. Because of the Baby Boys filming everything, it’s like we’re right there in the fight. I catch a view of Mike turning a shoulder around a flipped car he’s ducked behind and firing into the street. Martin looks over at our comm guys. “Do we have eyes in the air?”
“Already have a Baby Boy over the fire zone, sir.”
“Give me eyes.”
A second later, the screen flips to a view from over the city. It’s like being a slow-moving bird, and we’re looking straight down onto the street. There are mobs of people marching down the road west of Mike’s position with tanks inbound, while him and his guys are pinned down by gunfire coming from at least two armored transports. There’s gunfire coming from windows of the surrounding buildings, too, leaving them trapped in the middle of an all-out fight. Everything’s so tense, I don’t realize my fingers are nearly rubbing my chin raw. “Do we have a line of retreat for them?”
Our guy on comm’s shakes his head. “Negative, sir,” he tells me as he taps into his controls. The view pulls out even farther, and suddenly we’ve got a view of what’s got to be almost two dozen city blocks. Worst of all, we can see another stream of raiders coming from the south. “Tracking at least fifty more enemy combatants approaching south of Lieutenant Chapman’s position. All other avenues out of the area take them through heavy Creep infestation.
“Well, how the hell did Mike get pinned down like this?”
Martin shakes his head. “We can ask that question later, captain. Comms, who do we have in the area to support Lieutenant Chapman?”
It takes a second for the answer to come back. “Our . . . operator? Codename Dark Angel. She was deployed with her team on a separate training exercise south of the fire zone. They deployed by Vertwing.”
“She didn’t fly in?”
“Apparently her pack’s low on fuel, sir.”
“And nobody thought to offer to refill it for her?”
“She’s not officially approved for requisitions, sir. She’s not . . .” He gives us this awkward look. “That’s why she’s categorized as an operator. She’s not officially militia personnel.”
Martin rubs his hand over his face. “And I’m just now finding this out? This damned bureaucracy is going to get peopled killed. Look, just get her on the line.”
“Yes, sir.”
There’s a few moments between when the colonel gives the order and when Jackie responds, but I can tell by her voice that she already knows something’s wrong. “Dark Angel. What’s going on?”
Martin shifts his feet, and I can see how uncomfortable he looks when he talks to her. “We’ve got an emerging situation on our hands. I’ve already got men getting ready to roll out, but you’re the closest support we have.”
“How can I help?”
“Chapman’s team is pinned down in an area north of your position. We’re feeding you intel to your helmet right now, so take a look at the visuals. The southern road’s the only route out for them unless we want them going waist high through Creep. Unfortunately, we’ve got a mob of raiders heading up that way to Lieutenant Chapman.”
“So, you want us to go through that mob to get to the lieutenant?”
“I need you to make a call from what you’re seeing on the ground. If you think you can get your men through that mob in a rush and without taking too much fire, that’d be the safest route. Our main problem’s time. We’re watching a dozen assorted armored vehicles moving east on Chapman’s position. You could drop your men into that fire zone and try to hold out, but you’d still have two separate forces converging on you from the east and south, with armored vehicles holding down the streets to the north. If I’m not being clear, that zone is hot, and we’ve got a lot of people stuck there. That Vertwing you took out doesn’t have enough space to evac you all back to Central, so we’re going to have to get them out on foot. So, you tell me, Dark Angel. Can you cut through the southern road?”
There’s a long pause on the other side. It goes on long enough that I can feel my breath sticking in my chest. As we wait, I feel like I’m about to go blue in the face when her voice finally comes back through. “The militia can handle the situation from the south. I’ll take the Vertwing and drop down on the lieutenant’s position. I’ll hold off any incoming, including that armor, until my men reconnect with us and free up the road south.”
Martin nods. “I need you to be aware of what you’re doing. I’ve seen what you’re capable of, but I don’t want you under any illusions of what’s headed your way. When I say there’s incoming, I mean I’m staring at a whole hell of a lot of armor inbound. Heavy machine guns, rocket launchers, that kind of thing. Once the Vertwing drops you in, it won’t be able to pull anyone out until that area’s clear. There’s just too much fire in the area.”
“Not a problem.”
“Alright. Delegate command to your L-T. We’ll oversee both operations from here.”
“Yes, sir.”
The colonel looks my way as we watch the viewscreen switch over to Jackie loading onto the Vertwing. Martin looks like he’s chewing his cheek when he grumbles at our comms guy, “And you’re really telling me that nobody approved her for requisitions?”
“Still getting a lot of pushback from the generals, sir. I’m not sure they like someone with her firepower having access to Central’s resources.”
“The damned War Council will end up getting every one of us killed,” he grumbles as he turns back to the screen. The Vertwing’s already in the air, and Jackie’s legs are dangling out of the side as it rumbles along to Mike’s position. Beneath her, we can see all the small clusters of apartment towers. It was a poor part of the city, back in the Old World. The lack of skyscrapers is a good thing though, since it helps us keep a better eye on the action.
“We’re one minute out from the LZ.”
Martin nods. “Tracking you here, Dark Angel.”
It’s only a minute later when she says, “We’re in position over the target.”
“You seeing what we’re seeing?”
“Got a column of armor inbound. They’re moving slow. Lots of debris between them and our position.”
Our man on comms turns around to face us. “Colonel, we’ve got Suiciders inbound on the Vertwing’s position.”
Martin shakes his head. “Hell. Dark Angel, you’ve got Suiciders incoming. Their rockets might be inaccurate but that Vertwing can’t take too many hits.”
“I’m dropping. Clear the Vert out of the fire zone until I’ve secured the area.”
“Roger that.”
Jackie’s Baby Boy takes up position behind her, and we just watch as she slides out of the rear cabin of the Vertwing and starts plummeting hundreds of feet to the ground. I almost feel sick watching the buildings rushing up at her and flying by on every side before a burst of fire ignites from her pack. She stops falling in a second, but she still slams into the ground with so much punch that the concrete beneath her armor cracks apart when she lands. Jackie doesn’t waste time and immediately rushes up behind the same overturned car that Mike and a few of the militia are ducked behind.
“Where’s the rest of your men?” she asks as she looks up and down the street. Mike looks back at her and motions to the buildings.
“Secured inside,” he says as he points to two buildings on either side of him. That’s when I notice gunfire coming from the windows.
“You’ve got a funny definition of secure,” she shouts back over all the noise. “We’ve got armor coming from the west and raiders from the south, but your back’s covered for now. We need to free you up to move out of here.”
“What’s the plan?”
She holds out her hands, and a blue light passes upward through her palms until she’s holding a rifle so big that it would normally take two men to carry. “Take out those armored transports. Cover me while I make my way up.”
“On it.”
I see Martin look my way before he points to the screen. “Did you know she could bring in rifles like that?”
“Uh. Well, if she can teleport in her sword, why not a rifle? It’s Pocket Space, so I guess she can pull out whatever she’s got stored in there.”
I can see him frown because I know he’s not sure about the idea of Jackie having that kind of firepower. Then again, it’s not exactly the sort of firepower that we need, so even if it makes him uncomfortable, he doesn’t say anything. We turn back to watch as raiders go ducking behind cover. Mike’s militia are firing from every window they’re positioned at, distracting those transports long enough for Jackie to launch herself out from cover. While the raiders return fire on the buildings at either side of her, she goes running ahead at a speed I’ve literally never seen anyone run. With a rifle that big? She must cross a tenth of a mile before the raiders realize she’s coming straight at them. The second they do, she goes diving behind the corner of one of the buildings. We watch all this at the same time that we see Mike’s guys emptying out of the surrounding buildings. Mike jumps from behind cover and joins them as they all reunite, this time in an alley that’s east of Jackie’s position. Mike’s voice comes shouting through the comms. “Jackie. We’re southeast of you and behind cover. Can you make your way back here?”
“No point. If we don’t clear this area. You guys don’t have an evac.”
“Then we’ll make our way up this backstreet and get them from the rear.”
“Just buy me five seconds to get my head behind cover and I’ll take care of the rest.”
“On it.”
This time, I motion to the screen and the aerial map in the upper right corner, watching a trail of red dots moving in on the fire zone. “That armor’s closing in on her. Fast. They don’t have a lot of time.”
Martin nods as he motions to the comms. “Dark Angel, if you’re sending Mike’s men behind those armored transports, then you should remember that we’ve got a column of armor less than ten minutes away before they’re on you.”
“Yes, sir,” she says as she turns her head away. The corner of the wall gets chewed apart as bullets spray through the air and turn the concrete and brick into dust. “I’m taking out those transports now.”
“Acknowledged,” he literally growls as his eyes flick up to the map, where we both see Mike’s guys nearly in position. Martin looks my way. “The Angel’s not the one I’m worried about here.”
“I know, but I can promise you that the only person she cares about right now is Mike and his guys. She’ll do anything to save them.”
“I’m putting a lot of trust in her to save those people. Trust in a person I don’t know.”
“She’s going to prove you made the right decision, sir. Have faith in her.”
“Captain, I don’t have any choice right now but to have faith.”
The second the words are out of his mouth, the screen starts lighting up with explosions. Our eyes shoot up in time to see a rocket propelled grenades streaking through the air and tearing into the sides of the building around Mike and his people. His guys are hitting the ground while he screams, “Down! Down! Behind cover!”
Jackie’s eyes turn the corner as she watches the attention of the raiders shifting away. Some are still taking potshots in her direction, but most have turned around to hold off Mike and his guys, who’ve managed to work their way north and behind the transports that were firing on them. That’s all the opening Jackie needs, and suddenly she’s sprinting out into the open. All around her, you can see concrete kicking up as bullets ricochet off the ground, or windows shattering behind her as glass goes exploding. As the gunfire focuses in on her, she cuts to her left and down the middle of the street, her rifle coming up as she does. She’s close to the raiders and with that kind of firepower, when she squeezes down on the trigger, I’m not surprised by what I see. The rounds for a rifle that size, at that distance, will eat light armor alive. That includes those raider transports sitting out there in the middle of the street. All of us watch as holes tear through the front of the transports, their windows shattering into millions of pieces while their engines open u under rifle fire. The whole time, she’s still streaking across the street so fast that there isn’t a bullet that touches her. She goes sliding out of the line of fire and rolling into a side street as the raiders keep chasing her with their gunfire.
“Dark Angel,” Martin says into his mic piece, “Those raiders are going quiet but that armor column’s right on top of you.”
“I’m moving up to—”
She never finishes the sentence as another series of rocket explosions go tearing the into the street. Martin’s eyes flick up to the map. “Comms, get me an aerial view.”
“On it, sir,” they reply from the front, and soon we’re seeing a close bird’s eye view of a stream of armored vehicles emptying into the intersection, their weapons trained on Mike’s position. They don’t even seem to care that they’re firing on their own men, just as long as they can somehow get to him and Jackie. “Chapman, what’s your status?”
Mike’s voice breaks through along with another explosion. “They’re bringing the buildings down around us!” Everyone in Primary holds their breath as we watch clouds of rockets being unloaded from roof mounted launchers. From what I’m seeing, the lead transports have heavy machine guns mounted up top while the vehicles behind them are the ones launching rockets. It doesn’t take more than a few seconds before the street’s glowing with rockets, their fiery trails burning through the air before punching into the sides of buildings, walls giving way and collapsing into the street. Everything’s crumbling as Mike and his guys try to pull back deeper into the small street they’re tucked into. We can see their signals on the map as they try to stream away, but the walls around them are literally on the verge of caving in on them. “We’ve got men down!”
And that’s when we see Jackie’s signal streaking down the middle of the road, running so fast across the street that she closes the distance between her and Mike in seconds. Martin motions at comms, and soon we’re seeing a close up of her as she’s angling into the side street. Up ahead, we can see Mike and his guys trying to pull the debris off the ground. Guys’ faces are covered in grey powder and more than a few of them are struggling to pull themselves free from huge chunks of the wall that came down around them. Mike looks up at Jackie as she’s closing the distance, but before he can say anything, she’s got her hands on those big chunks of debris and tossing them like they’re pebbles. She’s screaming as she hauls the last few pieces off the ground, literally throwing hundreds of pounds of weight through the air as she barks orders.
“Get your people out of here, Mike!”
“We’re pulling back to our last position, I—” He never gets to finish his sentence because his eyes catch sight of a group of raiders rounding the corner and staring straight at them. Mike’s guys jump behind the huge pieces of wall that are still littering the ground and huddle for cover, but Mike never gets a chance to move. Bullets are already filling up every inch of that narrow street before he can even twitch. I actually feel my heart stop as his eyes go wide, but Jackie doesn’t hesitate. She grabs Mike and hauls him to the ground, hugging him and covering him up as much as she can. Jackie’s got her arms wrapped around him, shielding him, and all you see is sparks bouncing off her back as more rounds than anyone can count go flying off of her. It feels like forever as she crouches there, holding on for Mike’s life while gun fire ricochets off her body. When it finally lets up, she doesn’t miss a beat. Jackie spins around with her rifle, still trying to stay between the raiders and Mike, but everyone in the room sees the same thing at once. Someone’s standing at the entrance to the street with an RPG strapped over his shoulder. It only takes him half a second to fire it off, and we all watch as a trail of smoke and fire go screaming at Mike’s position, a rocket as long as my arm flying along over the pavement. Nobody in the room breathes as we watch that rocket flying down the road, but Jackie leaps at it, trying to put as much space between her and Mike’s team as she can. She’s maybe halfway down the street when the rocket makes contact, and when it hits, you can hear everyone in the room suck wind. The tip of it strikes her right in the stomach and detonates with enough power that the whole screen goes black for a second, debris and ash filling up the camera. Before the view has even started to clear, Martin’s already shouting into his mic.
“Dark Angel? Lieutenant Chapman? What’s happening? What’s going on over there?”
For a second, we don’t get any responses. Even the screen is still full of static, so it’s not like any of us can see what’s going on. The whole time I’m waiting for the signal to come back online, I can feel my fingers just squeezing around the buttons on my uniform. It’s hard to even breathe, but I can hear myself mumbling, over and over, “Come on, guys. Answer. Mikey. Jackie. Someone answer.”
The guys on comms look back at us, confused. Nobody seems to have a way to get the signal reconnected. Suddenly though, the screen snaps back to life, but all we can make out is a cloud of debris for a second. I’m squinting to see something, and the whole time I’m trying to find any hope to cling to, Martin’s still demanding, “Lieutenant Chapman. Dark Angel. Are you there? Respond.” Seconds keep ticking by and still, no answer. I’m not ready to give up, but I’m on the verge of looking away when the dust finally starts to settle. When it finally does start to clear, I manage to see that unmistakable figure of Jackie, her back to us. She’s standing there with her fists clenched, her face turned down the street to the raiders, who look like they’re starting to inch away. From the looks on their faces, it’s clear that they’re scared. We just don’t understand why at first.
It takes a minute, but when the dust finally stops swirling, we finally get a good look at her. The back of her armor’s torn up from too much gunfire, with pieces of metal sticking into the air. Some of it actually . . . actually looks like it’s turned inward, piercing her, and it’s pretty obvious blood’s trickling down her back from a couple of the bullet wounds. That’s not what’s got me worried though. Along her right side, near her stomach . . . there’s . . . there’s a huge chunk of her armor missing and a piece of metal as big as my hand sticking out through her back. I can hear one of the comms guys whisper, “Holy shit.”
I’m saying the same thing in my head.
Jackie looks over her shoulder and says, “Mike. You okay?”
When he replies, his voice is a little shaky. “Yeah . . . Yeah, I am, but . . . you need . . . you need . . .”
“Get your men out of here,” she says as she looks back at his people. “Is that clear?”
“But your side . . .”
“Do it. Now.”
When she says it the second time, Mike doesn’t say anything back. He just starts waving at his guys. They start helping each other off the ground. Just about any other time, they’d be completely exposed to raider gunfire. So, why aren’t the raiders chasing them down?
Well. They’re running away. From her.
Jackie accelerates down that side street faster than some of them can escape, and she explodes back onto the main road with enough force that she bowls a few of them over. They go scattering to the ground as she plows through them and into the street. Less than a second later, her sword’s in her hand. Another second longer, and she’s flying through the air while explosions are filling up the ground at her feet. More men than I can count are firing at her, and everything on screen just becomes a wall of bullet hell. I can hear Jackie grunting as she takes hits, but then she slams back into the ground behind those rocket vehicles. Her back explodes with fire as she flies down a row of them, her sword slicing sideways and cutting through one vehicle after another. Every single one just goes sky high in big balls of orange and red fire that sends raiders diving for safety.
The minute Jackie’s clear through, every person on the ground’s got a rifle trained on her. Those armored transports that were escorting the rocket vehicles turn their guns back on her, but the air around her ignites and suddenly she’s thrusting backward, flying back the way she came and moving too fast for anyone to target her. Another row of rocket vehicles go blowing through the air as her sword passes through at least three of them, and soon everything in the area’s just a mess of twisted metal and fire. Before anyone can turn a gun on her, she tosses her hands out, and I see two flat discs materialize from her fingers and go flying forward. They must be magnetized or something, because they stick flat to the front of the armored transports. I’ve never seen anything like it in my life, and I doubt the raiders have either, but everyone in the area except for Jackie starts running away the second those discs plant. The guns from the transports haven’t even had time to lock onto her again before the discs suddenly surge with this red light. Half a second later, the entire front end of the vehicles go blowing off the transports. Balls of fire erupt into the air and send the smoking shells of burning metal tumbling along the ground and crashing into the surrounding buildings. What’s more important is that every raider in the area’s running for safety as Jackie stands there, her arms shaking as her legs wobble beneath her.
She’s gushing blood out of her side and painting the concrete red, and she’s breathing so hard that she looks like she’s about to have a heart attack. Even with all that, somehow she manages to port her sword away and signal through to Primary. “Dark Angel . . . reporting in, sir.”
When Martin doesn’t say anything, I shoot him a look. His eyes are wide open. I can’t really tell what he’s thinking, but it’s not until he notices me staring that he finally manages to speak. “Uh, Dark Angel. Good work. Your team is approaching from the south. Seems they managed to clear the rest of the Raiders.”
“Estimate . . . estimate at least a dozen wounded . . . on Mike’s team. Requesting evac for the wounded . . . by Vertwing.”
Martin’s still almost unable to speak. “Yes, yes, of course. We’ve got . . . We’re signaling the Vertwing to circle back around to pick up the wounded.”
Her chest rises and falls so hard that I really think she’s going to stop breathing for a second. “Good. I’ll . . . I will return to . . . Central.”
“Angel, you’re getting on that Vertwing.”
“Negative . . . No room.”
“Well, we’re making room. You don’t have the fuel for extended flight. I know that and you know that. The carrying capacity for that vehicle is rated to at least ten fully equipped troops. We can get you aboard.”
“Prioritize . . . prioritize . . . anyone who’s the most hurt.” She shuffles forward, taking small steps as she tries to walk back down the street. “I’ll be . . . I’ll survive.”
“Don’t be stubborn. You’re the one who needs to be prioritized.”
I don’t think she hears him. She’s mumbling something, but it’s too low for us to hear at first. Finally, we start to make out what she’s saying. I just don’t understand it. She’s forcing one foot over the other, her body limp, like she’s not even really conscious. The whole time, she just keeps saying, “Never again. Never again. It won’t happen again.”
When she says it that last time, I see her hand drop, like she’s suddenly just not there anymore. Before I can blink, her body goes completely limp, and I see her tumbling to the ground. It feels like forever as that intimidating figure of hers goes sliding downward. She collapses into a heap on the ground, her black armored body just crumbling along the concrete. I can’t even see her breathing. Martin shoots a look at me, like he’s about to give me an order, but I’m already out the door. My lungs are burning as I’m running down the hallway, and my legs are just carrying me as fast they can toward the labs. The whole time, my mind is racing, wondering if this is it. If we pushed Jackie farther than even she can go. It makes my heart want to pound out of my chest. I need to do something, need to help her, but all I can do is scream. That’s all I do, is scream for Doctor Watson, because there’s nobody else I know who can possibly help her. Nobody else who knows what her body is actually capable of. No one else who can save her.




Dodger’s Recording 10
I’m already at Central Primary when Jackie’s Vertwing’s coming down on the rooftop pad. Half a second later, more Vertwings are zipping onto the rooftops of the surrounding garrison. One of them just comes down right in the middle of the country, and it’s maybe a few seconds before I see Mike sprinting at me. I just shake my head as I see him coming my way. “How bad is it?”
“Bad,” he says as he motions to Primary. “Tommy and Martin are meeting with the doc to see what they can do.”
I nod at him, but there’s not really a question of where we need to go, since Jackie’s not going to be heading to the garrison hospital. We’re already waiting in the lobby of the laboratory when Watson charges through the doors, a team of medics around him. Tommy’s right behind them and so’s Colonel Martin.
Of course, who cares about any of that when it’s Jackie we’re all there for. She’s flipped on her side, and I can see her entire back’s been torn apart. Her armor looks like it’s been chewed up, but it’s the big piece of metal sticking through her back that makes my breath stop. The armor around it’s gone and the jumpsuit underneath’s soaked in blood. I literally feel my heart stop when I see more blood pump out. It’s actually the worst wound I’ve ever seen. I can feel the back of throat choke up, and I have to cover my mouth and look away. Mike’s standing there with his hands over his face, but I can see wet streaks down his jaw.
It’s only because Watson’s screaming that I really come back to reality. Colonel Martin’s shouting him down. “You tell me whether you can pull her through this or not, doctor.”
“I’d like you to find someone better equipped to do so, unless you possess an abundance of staff on hand with the ability to operate on Creep enhanced individuals.”
Martin shuts up and just follows behind the stretcher. We chase after them, getting in line behind Tommy as she’s wheeled into the lab’s surgery room. It doesn’t take long before they’ve got her moved off the stretcher and onto the special bed that was made for her. The bed’s inside this transparent chamber, and outside the chamber’s all of these computers and monitors where technicians are working. The second Watson’s finished with the techs, he wheels around and looks as angry as I’ve ever seen him. “Now, I understand you’ve some deep-rooted investment in preserving Jackie as a biological weapon, but I have a life to save.”
Martin raises a finger. “That is not my main concern here. That girl saved dozens of lives today. You think I want her dying?”
“You think I want her dying, colonel?”
Tommy cuts through the two of them. “Gentlemen. While we’re arguing, what’s going on with Jackie?”
Watson motions back toward one of the monitors, where we all see an image of Jackie’s body on display. “The rocket casing punctured straight through her lower abdomen, piercing her kidney and parts of her intestines, among other things. With the degree of blood loss she’s suffered and the severity of her injuries, anyone else would certainly be dead.”
“So, the Creep’s keeping her alive?”
“Momentarily, and even it won’t be able to do so forever. We’ll have to remove the—”
He never finishes his sentence because there’s suddenly a scream from the operating chamber. All of us turn at once to see what’s going on and watch as Jackie shoots up from the stretcher, her armor gone but with her still wearing the jumpsuit. One of the surgeons runs at her, but she pushes him off, shoving him so hard that he goes slamming against the wall and falling to the ground. He’s shaken up but okay, and he crawls away as Jackie swings her legs onto the floor. Watson’s already running into the chamber, and when she sees him, she just screams, “GET IT OUT OF ME.”
“Jackie,” he tells her as he walks up to her, “We must take the proper precautions, or we could cause you irreparable damage. The amount of blood you would lose alone . . . We must determine a proper course of action and pro—”
Her hand goes flying out at him, grabbing him by the collar and pulling him so close that it actually scares me for a second. “Get it . . . out of me,” she huffs as she stares him in the eyes. “Nothing you have here can save me, but I will die if you don’t let me heal.”
Tommy’s covering his mouth and Mike’s pacing. I can’t even feel myself breathing as Watson stares back at her. It feels like forever before he finally nods, but then he turns to one of the nurses and points to some tool sitting on a table. “I need a stability field on the patient to immobilize her during the procedure.” The nurse nods as Jackie lays back down on her side, her body motionless on the operating table.
I look over at Martin. “A stability field?”
The colonel nods. “Something the doc’s been playing around with for operations with Jackie. Started work on it the day she appeared. He figured operations involving her might involve something a little more traumatic than the usual injuries a soldier gets. It seemed like a good use of our resources, since we could potentially use the technology in military operations eventually.”
“But what does it do?”
“Hell if I know the details, but I’m told it uses two repulsor fields to keep a patient locked in place. Makes sure they’re even more immobile than if they were strapped down.”
He finishes explaining all this as I see these round projectors circling around on the roof of the operating chamber. One of the techs is controlling it, I think, and a second later I can see purple beams streaming down from the ceiling. Jackie looks like she’s surrounded in violet light, and Watson’s getting behind her on the operating table. He’s got something that looks like a mechanical glove covering his arm from shoulder to hand, with cables plugged into it from the ceiling and fingertips that look like they belong to a robot. There’s a second when he leans into Jackie, his mechanical hand just a few inches away from the metal debris sticking out of her back, when he hesitates. After a second, he takes a deep breath as he says, “This is going to hurt tremendously.”
I can only watch up until the second he actually grabs onto the debris, those mechanical hands of his clamping down with the kind of force that would bend steel. When he does, I spin around. I just can’t look anymore. It’s bad enough listening to it. A second after he’s latched on, I hear this loud, penetrating scream that feels like it’s bouncing through my skull. Jackie’s screaming feels like it lasts for a full minute, to the point that I can feel my bones hurting. It’s . . . incredible. It’s like listening to a Creeper screaming, the kind that soaks into your bones and makes your teeth rattle. It keeps going and going, and I just brace myself and wait until it’s over. She finally stops shouting for a second, and when she does, I’m able to force myself to turn around and look again.
Jackie’s lying on her back, and the whole bed’s just . . . There’s just blood everywhere. It’s not just on the bed, but on the walls and . . . I can’t even describe it. It’s horrible. Watson and his team are pushing needles into her arm and fluids are flowing from I don’t even know where. All I know is, a second later, Jackie’s breathing. Actually, she’s looking better than she did even just a few seconds before. The whole team of doctors, even Watson, all step back as she lays there. It’s . . . it’s just insane to see her stomach. The blood that was pumping out just . . . stops, like it was never even happening. Then, it’s like the muscles along her stomach and back start to come together, knitting themselves closed without needing any kind of stitches or treatment. Watson’s never shocked by anything, but even he can’t believe what he’s looking at. None of us can.
Colonel Martin doesn’t say much, but what he does say sums up what we’re all thinking.
“So, what exactly does it take to kill her?”
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Tommy gets to my office around ten in the evening. I’ve been sitting on my third glass of brandy for the night when he does, and the God’s honest truth is that he looks like a mess. Can’t say I blame him, considering everything I’d heard since Jackie was flown back to Primary. He just kind of stumbles in and collapses into a chair. Again, can’t say I blame him, though I do raise my glass to him.
“Could I interest you in a drink?”
Tommy shakes his head. Just by looking at him, I can tell his mind’s far away. “No, I’m . . . I’m okay. I just have a lot on my mind.”
I set my glass on the table and lean in. “How is she?”
For a second, he just sits there, staring at the wall. After a moment, he looks my way and shakes his head again. “She’s . . . she’s fine.”
“Define that for me.”
“The . . . the metal debris, it . . .” He swallows hard. “It cut through her intestines. Maybe a few major organs.”
“Sounds bad.”
“It was, until the doc took it out. Then she just started to . . . heal. Her wound just closed up. It was like watching a cut close up at super speed. Before I knew it, she wasn’t bleeding anymore. It wasn’t just that the wound closed up, though. On the monitors around the lab, you could see here her organs rebuilding themselves, like it was nothing. Her intestines all regrew in minutes. It was . . . I mean, I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“Sure you have. Every time you’ve shot a Creeper through the stomach.”
“Yeah, but this was different. It was way more effective than anything I’ve seen a Creeper do.”
“Watson’s already filed a preliminary report with me. According to him, the cells in her body are about ten times as efficient at repairing wounds than traditional Creep cells. The whole time she was losing blood on the way to the garrison, those cells were creating more. To be honest, Tommy, it makes you see why the War Council isn’t as big a fan of her as we are.”
“Because of what she can do.”
“Because what she can do is a lot like what Creepers do.”
Tommy’s head drops, and he puts his head in his hands. “I get that. I’ve thought that. It’s . . . impressive, and awe inspiring, but it’s pretty scary, too.”
“You’re afraid of her?”
“What?” His eyes shoot up at me. “No. Of course not. But if anyone else had that kind of power . . .”
“It would make you hesitate because you don’t know them. Because you don’t have a history that makes you trust them.”
“Right.”
“Exactly why the War Council’s on me about making sure we have some precautions set up in case she ever went rogue. To be honest, I’m not even sure what sort of precautions would do the trick.”
“Missiles and a few hundred rifle rounds.”
I chuckle. “You’re probably right. I’m not too interested in making it a priority, though.”
“You trust her?”
“After how many of my people’s lives she saved? You bet your ass I do. I don’t want you to doubt that.”
He smiles. “It’s just funny because, back in the operating room, even Colonel Martin sounded like he was worried about her.”
“Martin’s a lot of things, but he’s not stupid. I know he grates you, but there’s a reason I don’t make as big a deal about Martin as I do about the War Council or Dravic. Martin won’t take your word for anything, but he’ll believe you by what you do, by your actions. This is twice now that he’s seen Jackie put her life on the line for his people.”
“Yeah. I guess she’s started to make an impression.”
“Well, she has a way of doing that. Sometimes it’s good, and sometimes it’s bad. What you can’t deny is what she’s capable of.”
“Especially after seeing what she did today, plus all the work she put in during the invasion.”
I pause for a second before I continue. It feels like it might be inappropriate to bring this up at the moment, but I have to. So, I look at him, and I ask, “Tommy. Is she going to be good to travel with us up to Fort Silence?”
When I ask, I can see him stare up at me like he thinks I’m insane. “Sir, that’s in . . . that’s in two days. She just got done taking a metal casing through her stomach and I don’t know how many bullet rounds through her back.”
“I understand. I also understand that, as you’ve told me, she’s already patched up, for the most part. So, I need to know whether she can travel with us. I know what the doc’s answer is going to be, but I want to hear from you. Let me put your mind at ease, though. If you tell me she can’t do it, well, I’ll respect that.”
“Mr. President, I . . .” He looks away for a second as he tries to find some way to respond. “I mean, I don’t know how it works with someone who has that kind of power. I guess . . . I guess if she says she’s okay, and the doc says she’s okay, then it’s fine.”
“But you still have a problem with asking her to go out there this fast.”
“Well, yeah. Why do we even need to bring her?”
“Because we’re at a disadvantage, Tommy.” I grab for my glass and take a sip, maybe hoping it will help me to explain it all. “Ever since Dravic’s stepped down, he’s done nothing but back me up at every turn, but there’s been something calculated in the way he’s done it. It’s done nothing but earn him even more favor from the Advisory Council, to be honest. Hell, even the War Council is on his side. If he didn’t keep turning down their attempts at unseating me, I might not be president right now. The truth is, we’ve got a lot of representatives and generals who want this alliance with Fort Silence. Now Dravic’s saying he wants us to look into establishing relations, and if he’s saying that, then I’m under the gun. I have to go, or I’ll lose even more support to him. The only problem is, if we do head up there, we’ll be going from a position of weakness. We just barely held off the largest attack we’ve ever suffered by the raiders. There’s ton of equipment we lost in that battle, plus we’ve gotten to the point in our ammunition reserves that a lack of weapons is becoming a real concern.”
“So, we have to talk to them.”
“Right, but we don’t have to do it alone. Jackie isn’t a solution to every military problem, but she’s a mighty strong piece on the board. The ultimate force multiplier, if you will. We just watched her take out multiple rocket vehicles, armored personnel carriers, not to mention shrug off bullet fire and explosions. True, she got hurt, but she lived, and something tells me she’s going to keep getting even better at this the more she’s in the mix.”
“What you’re telling me is you want Jackie at these meetings so that General Yousef doesn’t think he can just run over us.”
I smile at him. “You’re smart. Of course, that’s why you were given a command. That’s how you keep your people alive.”
“She’s a show of force.” He looks away for a second. “She won’t like being talked about like this.”
“Like it or not, Tommy, we’re in a bad position. There’s an arms race going on with Fort Silence building up its military power and the raiders doing the same. God knows where those raiders are getting their tech from, but the point is that it’s getting dangerous for us. The only people who’ve been out of the game has been us here at Central Freedom. Now, I don’t want to walk into the hornet’s nest without at least something to show we can hold our own. It sounds cruel, but I need Jackie to be that trump card.”
“I’m guessing this is pretty important to you, but . . . you’re making her sound like just another tool. Mr. President, I’ve known you long enough to know that’s not the case, it’s just that you sound like . . . I don’t know. You sound like you just want to use her.”
“I know what it sounds like, but I can assure you, that’s not the case. That girl has more grit and heart than I’ve seen in anyone on either the War or Advisory Council. I’d never make her go to this meeting if she didn’t want to. If she couldn’t. The truth is, though, that I could use her help. That’s all I’m trying to say.”
“You think Yousef’s going to try and push us to get his way?”
“I know that’s exactly what he’s going to try and do. You didn’t know his father, and frankly, neither did I, but I was around when he was in power. From all the decisions that came down from him, well, the man was a lot like Yousef. Maybe not quite as extreme, but boy, was he a military nutcase all his own. Always pushing for more military control and less power to the people. Him and Dravic were peas in a pod, if you get the reference. If it’d been up to him, we’d have only had a War Council and no Advisory Council. No civilian representation. And that, Tommy, is what really scares me. Jackie’s what she is, but she’s still one person. Yousef, just like his father, is a man backed by a military that really believes it could do a better job if it were in complete control. That’s a dangerous road to walk though. Once you give up complete power, give up your ability to exist independently without the military making decisions for you, you might never get that power back.”
“Yeah. I get it. Really. I’ve told you about how things were back in the Tower, with Tower Authority making all of our decisions for us. Honestly? There were times when we were in the Creep that I thought, at least I don’t have to worry about someone telling me what to eat or where to be.”
“Exactly, and that’s only a small sample of what a man like Yousef would do, given half the chance. I know that a lot of our history’s been lost to us, but I try and read up on as much of it as we can find. It’s hard to piece everything together, but there are principles, bedrock truths that people once believed in. Limiting the power of any one person or force was one of them. As one of our ancient politicians once said, ‘The accumulation of all power in the same hands, whether those hands are one or many, is the very definition of tyranny.’ Power should be divided so that it can’t be exploited. Once a man like Yousef has all the power he needs concentrated in his hands, or the hands of himself and his advisors, he won’t let it go. He’ll use it as an excuse to flood our streets with his soldiers and claim it’s to protect us from the Creep. The truth is that he’ll just be using his power to make sure we can’t voice a complaint without having to stare down a rifle barrel.”
“Considering what I’ve seen happens when bad people take all the power for themselves? I can believe it.”
The screen on the wall suddenly starts ringing, and I motion to Tommy to be quiet for a moment before opening a channel. When I do, it’s the doctor’s face staring back. He’s a good guy, if a little tiring sometimes. “Doctor Watson. Do you have an update for us?”
He glances off screen for a moment before looking back at me, obviously stressed. “A rather significant one, I’m afraid.”
“Oh? Is there a problem?”
“It’s our patient.”
“So I assumed. Is there something wrong with her condition?”
“Her physical condition? Apparently, none at all. I’m more greatly concerned by the fact that she’s leaving the laboratory.”
I see Tommy reflexively sit up in his chair. I don’t blame him, since I’m almost instantly leaning forward in mine. “She can’t leave in her condition. You need to stop her.”
“A woman who cuts holes in the sides of armored military vehicles and absorbs missiles to the chest? I am open to suggestions regarding how you believe I might do so.”
I glance back at Tommy, whose eyes are already on the door of my office, before looking back at the doctor. “Alright, doctor, we’re going down there. Where was she heading?”
“As far as I know, she was merely trying to leave Central. I believe she was heading to the courtyard.”
“We’re on it.” I cut the channel and look back at Tommy. “Come on. I don’t like the idea of her walking around this soon. I don’t care what sort of super healing power she has.”
Tommy just nods back to me as I lead the way out of my office. We’re sprinting to the stairs that lead down to the first floor, but the whole building’s buzzing with people rushing by us. It feels like everything’s alive, and I can’t help but wonder if something’s wrong. Tommy’s right behind me as we fall in with the crowd, and soon we’re flowing through the halls like we’re riding on a river current. When things finally slow down, I pull rank and shove my way through a crowd of troopers, barely getting to the overhanging balcony that looks down on the first floor lobby. There, Jackie’s already encircled by a crowd of people. Her armor’s already finished repairing itself, and she’s secured from head to toe in metal plating. I can see her eyes shooting around the crowd from behind her mask, like she can’t tell what’s going on. Honestly? Neither can I. Everything’s just dead quiet for a minute while it feels like the whole garrison’s watching her. It might as well be. People are shoulder to shoulder from one end of the lobby to the other, the crowds flowing up the stairs on either side and up onto the second floor. I obviously can’t tell who everyone is that’s standing there, but I recognize some of them as men and women who went out on patrol with Mike. Some of them were with Jackie during the training patrol. 
As intimidating as Jackie might look in that armor, she hates the spotlight, and I can tell that, underneath the mask, she feels nervous. I do too. Everything’s too quiet, like a pressure’s building up in the garrison that’s just waiting to be released. And when it finally does, it all starts with one person. One of the women that was out there with Mike starts to clap. Then, someone next to her joins in, and then another, and another. Soon, it’s a rolling wave of applause that’s filling up the garrison. It’s not long before I’m looking at an entire building of people that are cheering for her. Hell, I become one of them.
I can see her looking around because she’s not sure of how to take it, but when she sees Tommy and me looking down at her . . . I don’t know. It’s like she just accepts it. She nods our way before looking around for a long second, taking a deep breath as the applause keeps echoing through the building. Finally, after a few moments of waiting out the thundering applause, she raises a hand up. She lets it hang it the air for a long second before bringing it to her head and saluting to the militia. Then, she’s walking. Jackie walks forward, those broad shoulders of hers entering the crowd, all seven feet of muscle, blood, and steel soldiering into the night.
Everyone gives way as she walks through the middle of them, but there are people patting her on the back or the shoulder. Anything just to touch her, really. The crowds close up behind her and follow her out, Tommy and I struggling to force our way into the courtyard. We make it just as everyone is giving her space, her head tilting to the night sky as they do. She doesn’t turn to face the crowd again, but she raises her hand one more time, waving at them as she looks up into the clouds. Behind her, her pack ignites, and for a second, I can see the flames curving upward, like fiery angel wings burning into the air. Then, her pack goes into full ignition, and she’s flying into the skies. For what feels like minutes after, everyone keeps clapping, cheers roaring through the courtyard as a trail of fire cuts across the clouds. That whole time, all I can think is that I hope she sees what I see. What she inspires in the people.




Jackie’s Recording 02
When I hear the door open behind me, I’m ready for it to be Tommy, or Mike, or Dodger, or . . . I don’t know. Someone who’s come looking for me to ask me if I’m alright. If I’m doing okay. You know, the sort of questions I’m tired of people asking because . . . it just fills you with some kind of righteous indignation when you’ve been asked a thousand times.
Then again, I guess it’s natural for people to ask if you’re okay when you’ve technically died before.
I’ve been sitting on the rooftop for about a half hour when I hear the noise. I turn around, ready to tell whoever it is that I want to be alone, when I see Mandy standing there. She’s just standing in the doorway, staring like she’s not sure if it’s safe to come near me. I can see it, you know? In her eyes. The fear. I mean, I’m wearing a black suit of armor and my eyes are glowing red, so I can understand where she’s coming from.
Anyway, the light in my eyes fade as I switch off my helmet, the whole thing vanishing back into storage. Then I wave her over, to the ledge. “Come on,” I shout at her. “I promise, I won’t let you fall.”
It takes her a second before she believes I won’t send her flying into the air. Still, she takes her time walking over. That’s when I see something else in her eyes. I recognize it. Intelligence. The girl’s smart. She might look small, since she’s wearing a jacket that’s a little too long and her boots look like they’re going to swallow her legs, but it’s the eyes that get me. The whole time she’s coming my way, she’s sizing me up. Maybe she knows she couldn’t ever fight me, but she keeps looking around, and it’s not just because she’s scared. She’s trying to figure out how she’d get out of here if she had to.
She finally reaches the ledge and looks down at me. “Hey.”
“Hey.”
“I saw you coming in from my window.”
“Oh yeah? What were you up to?”
“Nothing. Same things I always do when I get done with homework.”
“And that would be . . . ?”
Mandy takes a deep breath. “Try and figure out why we’re stuck here.”
“Here?”
“Central Freedom. I remember what it was like, living out there in the Deadlands. I’d never want to go back, but this doesn’t feel right either. Things feel like they should be better, and they’re just . . . not.”
“Is that so? Then, how are things?”
“You know what it’s like. There’s Creep everywhere. It’s been here for centuries, and nobody’s figured out how to get rid of. People don’t even know where it comes from, but everyone keeps saying that one day we’re going to take back the Deadlands. How are we going to do that? It doesn’t make any sense. Do you get what I mean?”
To be totally honest, everything she says makes me smile. “You have no idea, kid. I remember thinking about that kind of thing when I was little, too.”
“Did everyone tell you to stop asking questions like they tell me?”
That makes me laugh. “You’d be surprised. I probably got told to shut up more than anything else. Asking too many questions gets on people’s nerves.” I pause for a second. “Actually, asking questions where I grew up could have gotten you killed, too.”
“Wow. Well, I guess I’m happy that things aren’t that bad here.”
“No, things aren’t that bad here. Actually, I’m a little jealous of how nice things are here compared to where I come from. People can actually live half-decent lives here in Central. But, I do get what you’re saying. The world’s not in great shape. But again, I really need to make it clear just how much better it is living here than back in the Tower.”
“Mikey’s mentioned it before, but he’s never said a lot about it. I don’t think he likes thinking about it.”
“Understandable. Imagine living your whole life trapped on a few floors of one building. Now, it was a big building, don’t get me wrong, but we were still cooped up. Out here, you actually get to walk to school and go outside. I didn’t get any of that.”
Just the thought of living like that makes her look a little nervous. “You grew up there with Mike and everyone else, right?”
“Yeah. Just me and all those crazy guys. True story, I didn’t meet Dodger until we started exploring the Tower, and I didn’t really like her the first time we met. Me and Mike though . . . we were pretty close for a couple of years before we got out here.”
“He’s alright, I guess.”
“Just alright?
She smiles as she finally . . . finally . . . sits down next to me, her feet dangling over the edge of the rooftop. “No. He’s actually pretty cool.”
“Yeah. That’s what I thought when I met him, too.”
“Really?”
“That’s right. I was actually around your age. Mike was a few years older than me, and it made me so nervous just to talk with him. He just had this way of seeming awesome, I guess. He played music and made everyone want to hang around with him . . .”
“I get what you’re saying. He’s always been cool.”
I look away with this big smile on my face. “Yeah, he was always the cool guy. Everyone wanted to be like him. Me though . . . I just appreciated him. When I was a little girl, I remember standing on the top of the Tower, just me and him staring down on the world. From the Tower, there’s this cloud, called the Darkness. It surrounds everything for miles before clearing up, so I never saw ground when I was a kid. Still, I’d stand up there, wondering what the rest of the world was like. Looking at the only other Tower I could see and wondering if anyone lived there. Nobody wanted to ask the same questions I was asking, so when I’d get lonely, I’d stand up there by myself and wonder if we’d ever be able to live out here, in the rest of the world.
“Sometimes, though, when I was lucky, Mike would come around and stand up there with me. We’d talk and ask questions about what the rest of the world might be like. I’d look over the edge of the roof and feel the wind in my hair, and Mike would just stand there, letting me ramble on about my life and how bad I wanted to leave that place. I only had one other friend who’d listen to me like that, named Allison, but Mike was the only person who’d ask questions like I did. Mike wasn’t cool just because I thought he had a great haircut or a cute smile. Don’t get me wrong, the guy’s got a little bit of both. What made Mike great was how much he wanted to know about the world.”
“Like you.”
“Yeah. He was always curious. He’s actually a lot smarter than people think.”
“Cynthia says the same thing.”
“Well, she’s got to be pretty smart herself if she sees that.”
“He probably doesn’t believe it, but I think Mike’s really smart, too.”
“Yeah?”
She nods. “He doesn’t treat me like a kid.”
“Well, you are.”
“Yeah, I am, but everyone talks to me like I don’t know what’s going on. They all act like I don’t see how bad the Creep is or how bad the raiders are. I think about how things are a lot, though.”
I smile. “People . . . People used to treat me like that too.”
“Mike never does. When he talks to me, he can see what I’m thinking. When Cynthia’s trying to protect me from the truth, he knows I’m not buying it.”
“Sounds a lot like how he acted when we were younger. He knew I was pretty sharp, and he treated me like I was, so I guess that means you and me have a lot in common. We’re both too smart for our own good.”
“Maybe.”
“Well, you seem pretty smart to me.”
“Being smart doesn’t matter when nobody wants to tell you anything.”
“It can get a little frustrating.” I suck in a deep breath as I’m looking at her. “Is there . . . is there something I can do? Everyone lately treats me like this . . . this . . .”
“Like a superhero.”
“Well, that’s not the word I’d use.”
“They’re already playing commercials of you on the video feeds, before the news feeds, and during shows.”
The thought of it actually makes me lose my words for a second, which doesn’t happen often. “Commercials? Of me? What do they say?”
“Everyone’s bragging about you, talking about how you’re the new secret weapon for the city. The Dark Angel. The Angel of Central Freedom.”
“The Angel of Central Freedom, huh?”
“Sometimes they just call you the Angel of Freedom.”
“God, that is so . . .” I look away and stare back out at the city. “It’s really nothing I ever wanted to be.”
“What did you want to be?”
“Well, like my dad, I guess.” When I say it, I feel my chest tightening up a little. Even my breath goes shallow. “My mom, too, but I guess me and my dad were a little closer.”
“I guess he wasn’t a superhero.”
“Well, he was my superhero, but he was actually a scientist, just like my mom. So, growing up, all I ever knew was that I had to keep asking questions. They always wanted me to be the smartest person in the room, so they always taught me to be curious about everything. I kind of imagined myself growing up, getting out of the Tower, and just running experiments on everything going on in the world. I never imagined becoming . . .” I stare down and flex my metal encased hand. “Whatever this is.”
“A walking ton of destruction?”
That gets another laugh out of me. “Well, when you put it that way, it sounds pretty bad.”
“No, it’s not. We need it.” She looks away from me and down at the streets. “We don’t always get to be what we want. Sometimes we just have to be what we have to be. What people need us to be.”
The way she talks, it does remind me almost too much of myself when I was younger, except maybe even a little bit wiser. “I don’t think there’s any better way of putting it. But is that really how you feel? About yourself?”
“I want to be . . .” She winces, like it’s painful. “I want to be what Mike was for me and Cynthia. I want to save people. Make their lives better. Maybe I’m not supposed to be a politician, but I want to do something. I want to be . . . I want to be a general. I want to help people stay safe, but not like General Yousef does it. I don’t want people to be afraid of me. I want to protect people. I want to be on the War Council and do things the way Mike would.”
“How would he do things?”
“He’d see it’s important to be safe, but you also have to give people freedom. You have to let them live their lives. What’s the point of being safe if you’re in a prison?”
“Yeah, I can definitely see what he sees in you. You’re smart like I was, but you’re definitely your own girl, Mandy. The only reason I really ever wanted to go into the Tower was because I wanted to explore. I never really wanted to be a fighter or anything. It just turns out I’m pretty good at it. But, if you want to be on the War Council, then just go for it. Nothing’s stopping you.”
She grins and shakes her head. “Yeah right. There’s never been a girl on the War Council.”
“There’d never been anyone outside of the Tower, until me. That was five hundred years of people being in there until I pushed us to get out. Now, a lot of times, the odds aren’t going to look good. I’ve been in way too many situations where there it looked like there was no way to win or get my way, but I did.”
Mandy looks up at me. “How?”
“I never gave up.”




A GOLDEN JACKAL





Mike’s Recording 12
The team’s scheduled to head out to Fort Silence today. I said my goodbyes to everyone before coming out to meet the doc. It’s his job to keep tabs on me, make sure I’m staying on the meds. It’s the medication that keeps my powers from going out of control, keeping my psionic abilities from going crazy. That’s partly to keep my mind from latching onto the Creep and partly to keep me becoming destructive. I get a weekly injection to keep my psychic powers suppressed. Actually, I take it from home.
Except, this past week, I didn’t.
Doc knows something’s wrong the second he gets back scans of my  brain. “Lieutenant Chapman,” he tells me as he’s looking over the images. “You’re demonstrating unusually active signals in your brain. Now, I don’t doubt your commitment to this program, but I must ask . . . You did take your injection, did you not?”
I look over at him, not really sure what to say. “Actually, doc . . . not this week.”
He always looks like he’s on the verge of going into that psycho side of his, and when I tell him I’ve been avoiding the meds, there’s this twitch at his lips that scares me. His hand is shaking as he sets the scans on a nearby table. “Now, I’m due to leave with the rest of the convoy for Fort Silence in less than an hour, so I believe we should clear this situation up promptly. You are aware that even missing a single dose could mean the difference between your current state, and . . .” He taps at his temple. “Your powers escalating to previous levels. Perhaps more so.”
“I could become even more powerful than I was?”
“We’ve been suppressing your body’s natural production of certain naturally occurring hormones and chemicals using the solution which I devised. If you were to abruptly stop taking your medication, your body would overcompensate in an effort to restore itself to previous levels.” He looks over his shoulder, at an empty medical bed. There’s just one stethoscope on top of it. “There. That. Tell me, can you . . . can you feel it, right now?”
I look from him to the bed. It’s been a long time since I’ve done it, but I start, well, stretching my mind. It’s sorta like being able to feel something in your hand even when it’s not there. That’s pretty much what happens. Even from the other side of the room, I can feel the stethoscope. “I can touch it, doc.”
“Can you pull it now?”
My face tenses up for a second as I squeeze my hand, a spark of blue energy bursting from my fingers. A second later, the stethoscope rockets across the room and into my palm. The doc’s mouth drops open as he looks to the empty bed and back to me. “Lieutenant Chapman,” he growls, but a second later, his face softens a little. “Michael. You understand the risk you’re putting everyone at by not taking your medication. Why would you do such a thing?”
“Because we’ve been hit hard, twice, by raiders. Guess what? Twice I haven’t been able to save myself.” I look away, closing my eyes for a second as I think back on Jackie having to take a rocket to the stomach to save me. “That happens again, I need to be able to defend the city. What if another attack happened to Central? Couldn’t we use someone like me?”
“I understand the compulsion, but you must understand that regardless of what you might think, you do not fully comprehend the scale of your power. The truth is that, unchecked, your gifts could cause the Creep to rampage through the city.” He taps at his forehead for a second. “Though, I suppose the energy field we generate around Central would keep such an event from occurring. Still, think about what would happen should you lose control. You remember what you did when your friend, Jackie, tried to rescue you from that insane scientist, David Chapman. Your psychic powers reverberated through the very core of the Tower and threatened to bring it down entirely.”
“I remember. I’m better now, though. Back then, I didn’t have anything to hang onto. I was . . . drifting. Hopeless. I’ve got Cynthia now. She’s my rock.” I let out this huge breath as I look up at him. “Doc, I need to be able to protect her. Promise, first sign of any trouble, I’ll take the meds. Just please don’t tell everyone else I’m not using them anymore.”
“Tell them? I’d lose access to my research if anyone found out I’d let you walk out of here without taking your injections. They already refer to me as a ‘mad scientist,’” he spits out, his face contorting with anger I can see in his eyes. “No matter. This will provide for interesting research data. I’ve recently become interested once more in the psychic links between humans and Creep. I’ll afford you your freedom from the medication so long as you promise to take your injection should your powers seem to be going out of control, but also on the condition that you allow me to implant you with a medical tracker. The tracker itself will transmit your biological data to my laboratory, but otherwise, you will never notice it.”
“Doc, if it means I can protect Cynthia and Mandy if I have to, then you can track my health all you want.”




Personal Recording of the President, Gabriel Branagh 12
In the morning, right before we roll out for Fort Silence, Dravic takes me aside. “Say hello to my old friend, Yousef,” he tells me. As much as Dravic has had my back these past few weeks, those words still put a chill into me. Yousef is military crazed, but Dravic was always just a step behind him in his zeal for military authority. It was Dravic who gave his explicit consent for the old general to nearly militarize all of Central. It’s a testament to how divorced the Advisory Council is from the people that they’re still pushing for him to be president again, especially considering that he was forced from the position by riots in the streets.
But, with all that said, even I have to admit that he’s accepted the demotion about as well as anyone could. I put the exchange behind me and load into one of the three armored personnel carriers taking us north. Martin decided to put me in the center car to give me the most protection in case a fight broke out. Of course, that also means that everyone other member of my delegation gets stuffed inside of there with me. I’m talking everyone. Colonel Martin, Tommy, Doc Watson, Jackie. Needless to say, it’s not the most comfortable ride.
When I take a look at everyone, I can’t help but think they all seem uncomfortable in close quarters. You can actually feel the tensions for the first half hour or so, at least until Martin looks over at Jackie. “We’re outside of Central now. You don’t have to keep wearing that helmet if you don’t want to.”
Damned funny thing. She just looks up at him from behind her helmet and says, “I know.” I can’t help but chuckle as Martin leans back against the wall of the car, looking practically ashamed at her response.
I look over at her. “Tommy says you two knew each other pretty well back in the Tower. Actually, he says you two used to hate each other.”
At least that gets a smile out of her, which is the point. “I wouldn’t say hate. More like, a mutual dislike. Me and Tommy used to be on all of the same sports teams. Baseball, basketball, that kind of thing. We were always competing.”
“The Towers are big enough to have baseball fields?”
“I mean, you’ve seen one of the Towers, right?”
“I have, but only in recon pictures.”
“They’re monstrous. The biggest skyscraper you have in Central isn’t as big or wide as a Tower. They were created to keep people alive if the rest of humanity was going extinct, so they have shopping malls, labs, rec areas. Basically, they’ve got everything you’d need to keep mankind going.”
“Well, I guess we did okay surviving out here in the meantime. Anyway, if you and Tommy were always such rivals, how did you two end up becoming friends?”
Her smile gets a little bigger. “By total accident. I nearly died trying to find out what was on the top floor of the Tower. Almost dying is kind of a recurring theme in my life, apparently. But, turns out that wanting to take risks was the sort of quality that our Tower director was looking for. At least, it was one of them. So, I got sent with Tommy down into the lower floors, along with the rest of our team. That’s also how I met Dodger. Actually, I couldn’t stand her when I first met her, either.”
“Oh? Why is that?”
“The people picked to go scavenging in the lower levels are troublemakers. They ask too many questions or they’re just kind of antisocial. That’s not really the sort of behavior they’re looking for on the upper floors. I guess it just makes it harder to keep everyone in line. So, people like that either get arrested or sent down into the Tower.”
“So, which one were you? The type to ask too many questions, or the kind of person who was antisocial?”
“Both,” she laughs. “For most of my teenage life, or at least until I was 16, I really only got along with Mike and my other friend, Allison. You know Mike, so you know he’s a pretty stand up kind of guy. Allison was the same way. If Mike was the prince of the Tower, she was the princess. Super popular, got along with everyone, but she didn’t ask any questions. Honestly, I don’t know how we ever became so close. I must’ve been about 13? When she started really trying to be friends with me. She’s persistent, so I eventually gave in.” She stops for a second and shakes her head. “Man. That feels like forever ago now.”
“Jackie.” I hesitate a little as I’m sitting across from her. “If you don’t mind my asking . . . How old are you now?”
“How old?” She looks my way and hesitates herself, like she’s scared to admit it. She actually avoids looking me straight in the eyes when she says, “Uh, I’m . . . I’m 19.”
Martin’s eyes spring open as he shoots her a look. “You’re only 19?”
Next to me, Tommy coughs and interrupts the conversation. “Yeah, um, Jackie was the youngest one of us to go down as part of a Scavenger team. You had to be 18 to join. They made an exception for me because I was close to my birthday, but Dodger was already 18, and Mike was 20 when he first went down.”
“So, Jackie was the youngest?”
“Yeah, colonel. I know when you look at her in the armor and everything . . . Well, I don’t know what you see. That was my best friend in the Tower, though. Everyone forgets she was the youngest one of us, and still, nobody wanted to find out the truth like she did. I’ve also never known a single person who was willing to put her life on the line for her friends like Jackie was. She was always like that, even before the Creep and her new armor. Even when she was acting like she was annoyed by everyone else.”
Martin’s eyes go to the floor, and I can tell that he’s thinking things over. Jackie looks over at him and sucks in a deep breath. “You still think I’m going to kill you, colonel?”
“What?” His eyes shoot up to hers. “No, no, not at all. I’m . . . Well, I owe you an apology, Jackie. I admit, I was suspicious when you arrived, even with everything you did the night of the invasion. But, seeing you back out there again, and seeing what you did for Mike and his troops . . . the injuries you took . . .” He shakes his head. “And learning you’re just nineteen. I’ve never known another person your age with the kind of power you have, and I’m not just talking about how you fight. You just . . . Your will power is obvious. When you set your mind to something, like when you went out there to save Mike and his crew, it doesn’t seem like you’ll let anything stop you.”
“You’re right. I won’t.”
“I want you to know that I’m grateful for what you did out there. I know the men and women think I can be a hard ass, but I care about every one of their lives. You brought them home. So, what I’m saying is, thank you for that.”
Jackie nods, but I can tell she’s embarrassed. “Yeah . . . Um, thanks, colonel, but your militia saved themselves. They’re pretty well trained.”
“Don’t play humble, Jackie. We both know what sort of situation was breaking out there. I’m not saying my people didn’t do the best they could, but you were a game changer. You shift the tide of war when you arrive.”
“I do what I can.”
Martin pauses for a long time before continuing. “I know you received fighting training in the Tower, and I know you were part of a Scavenging team. Tommy’s told us you trained in hand to hand combat and with firearms, so I acknowledge all that. What I’m wondering is, where did you get familiar with combat operations?”
“I don’t think I know what you’re talking about.”
“I’m not accusing you of anything. I’m just saying it’s clear you’ve seen how combat units operate. You’re familiar with  . . . with strategies, codes, terminology. Your friends say it was almost a year since they last saw you, so I couldn’t help but wonder if you’d encountered any other military forces out there.”
I roll my head over to him. “Martin . . .”
Jackie waves me off. “No, it’s fine. I really don’t want to talk too much about it, but I’m okay telling you that you’re not the only ones surviving out here. There are other people out besides you and your colonies. I’m not saying they’re doing as well as you are, but there are other survivors.”
That almost makes me laugh. “We’re doing well?”
“Compared to them?” She smiles, but it looks sad. “Yeah. You are.”
“Is there a chance you could connect us with them? You know we’re trying to develop even more colonies throughout the city. We’d like to push as far out into the Deadlands as we can. Having alliances with others might help us build lines of communication. We could work with them, supply them with food or medicine if they needed it.”
“Yeah. Yeah, uh, let me think about it. Some of them are pretty private, you know?”
“Of course. If you need details about what I’m thinking, just ask. I hope you realize that my biggest concern is helping people survive.”
Her smile comes back, and that does make me happy. “I know, Mr. President. I’ve seen that for myself, and I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t actually believe that.”
“I’m glad you realize it.”
She coughs into her fist before pointing at me. “I did kind of want to ask about the . . .” She frowns as she turns her head, looking at my uniform. “Is that a cape?”
For the first time, I realize what she’s talking about. I look down at my navy blue uniform framed by the white mantle draped around my shoulders. I tug at what she just called a cape and smile. “This is the Mantle Victoriam. It’s Central Freedom’s highest award for duties performed in combat. I’m not really a fan of it, but the generals like me to wear it when I’m representing the military.”
“I know they said you’d served in the militia. Guess I didn’t realize you were a war hero.”
I shake my head. “I wasn’t. The only heroes are the brave men and women who laid their lives down to give the rest of us a chance to see another day.”
Martin interrupts. “He’s right, but also, don’t let him undersell what he did out there. The president’s accomplished a lot in his time in Central, but he still talks about it like he just somehow had dumb luck push him into the presidency. He’s too humble.”
I look over at him. “We don’t really have to talk about it.”
And that’s when Jackie interrupts. “No, I . . . I mean, if you don’t mind.”
She doesn’t really explain why she wants to hear the story so badly, but staring at her from across the row between us, it clicks in my head that she’s not that much different from Tommy. She’s just a teenager, serving in the military, sort of, and I’m one of the old men in the car. I can see it in her eyes, even behind the mask, how much she wants to hear about it. “I’ll share, if you let me keep it brief.”
“Yeah. Just, however you want to tell the story.”
“It’s not that hard and it’s not that complicated. It’s actually a story that plenty of militia members can tell. We got hit, hard, while out there in the Deadlands.”
“By raiders?”
“The Creep. This was . . . Oh, nearly a decade ago, about the time we were evacuating some of the marinas. You see, we think a lot of the Creep in this area is controlled by what we know as the Northwest Creep Colony, situated maybe 30 or 40 miles northwest of Central. When it acts up, everything south of it turns into a living hell, with Creepers coming out of the woodworks. That’s exactly what happened, and it forced us to abandon some of our colonies out there. You see a lot of docks and ports out on the waterfront, on the other side of the river, that we used to use. Raiders pushed us out, but we’d been losing our footholds out there for some time, thanks to the Creep getting more and more aggravated. One of those colonies we lost to the Creep, well, I was part of the evacuation team.”
Her eyes are wide behind her helmet. “You went into it. Into the infestation.”
“Directly into it. Martin wasn’t a colonel at the time. I think he was a major, and he was actually coordinating a lot of the operation. Not from a command room, mind you. He was on the ground when all of this happened.”
Martin nods. “It was a shit show.”
“Now, he won’t tell you this, because he won’t even tell me this directly to my face, but he doesn’t think I make a good president.”
“Sir, that’s not . . .”
“It’s fine, Martin,” I tell him as I hold up a hand. “I get that you’re not sold on my approach to running Central.”
“Which doesn’t mean I don’t realize you were a damn good militiaman.”
Jackie looks at him and then over to me. “Mr. President, what did you do?”
Martin doesn’t let me continue. “The president was one of the only people able to keep his head together in the middle of all that hell. I’m sure we’re all aware of what the Creep does when it gets riled up. Hallucinations, paranoia, fear. In the middle of the evac, everything broke down. The colony we were evacing was big, a few city blocks big and filled with thousands of residents, and the president was part of the first wave in. Everyone around him panicked. The president didn’t.”
I shake my head. “Like I said, I really didn’t do anything. I just kept my cool when people higher up the chain lost it. We had Creepers on the ground swarming the area at the same time that our commanding officers were losing it, abandoning their men and hiding in the surrounding buildings. Martin was trying to coordinate everything from a safer position a few blocks away, which is exactly what he was supposed to do. It was a big force we had on the ground, and a lot of men and women just lost their commanding officers to the fear. That left a bunch of soldiers on the ground without any organization, a lot of loose guns and nobody to tell the troops where to point them.”
“The president took command of the people around him and got some semblance of a defense set up toward the north, where the main rush was coming from. Had them on the high ground to at least stall the invasion that was happening. You’ve seen the Creep, Jackie. You’ve seen what it does to people.”
She nods. “Plenty of times.”
“Have you ever seen what it does to companies of soldiers that are highly armed, without a commanding officer, and in a blind, hallucinating panic?”
“No.”
“They start turning the world into a shooting gallery. You could hear the screaming over the comms, men and women shouting at each other before they turned their weapons on themselves. Mass panic in the streets. Bloodshed.”
I nod. “It was a massacre.”
“Almost,” Martin says as he raises a finger. “The president braved friendly fire, over and over again, as he ran block by block, trying to get our troops to fall in line. That’s something else we found out that day. In the middle of one of those panics, if you have just one, levelheaded individual to assert control, it  can break that wave of hysteria. It’s why we don’t give anyone significant command these days who hasn’t actually proven themselves in the Creep.”
Jackie looks over at me. “So you just . . . You took over?”
I nod. “I suppose. You can’t really take over groups that large on your own. You’ve got to find who should be in command, get them to reassert control. I just went group by group, finding whoever should have been in charge and getting them back to their senses. Well, beating the senses back into them, if I had to. I took more than my fair share of wounds that day, but everything got easier once the first company calmed down. There was a kind of ripple effect that went through our people on the ground, which didn’t mean I stopped doing what I was doing. Not until we’d restored some order in the ranks. Anyway, it saved the lives of a lot of good people, both our troops on the ground and the civilians that were depending on us.”
Her eyes shift over to my cloak. “And that’s why they gave you the Mantle Victoriam. You helped save hundreds of lives, even though you didn’t even have any powers.” She looks up at me, and there’s just a little bit of amazement in those eyes. “You must be really proud of it.”
“Of this?” I ask her as I lift the edge of the mantle again. “No. I’m proud of the people who are still alive, building families and preparing another generation for the future. I mourn the lives of the ones we lost.” For a second she just stares at me, the two of us looking at one another from across the vehicle. “We do what we can, for the living. For the people. It’s the same motto I’ve tried to live by during my presidency. There is nothing worth doing if it’s done for selfish reasons. Power eats at you, makes you feel as if you’re special, more important than everyone else. You’re not. As a long dead language says, ‘Memento Mori.’”
“What’s that mean?”
“Remember that you, too, will die. All of our deeds, all of our actions . . . We do it all in the service of others. We won’t hear the praise of the people in our graves. We won’t bear our medals into the afterlife. But, if there’s one thing I want to know on my deathbed, it’s that I made the world a better place for the people around me and the generation to come. I want to have the memory of their smiles and their shining faces when my time comes, not wrap myself in this mantle. The honors mean nothing without the people. I’m frightened by anyone with power who doesn’t share that sentiment.”
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I can see Dodger frowning out of the corner of my eye. When I follow her eyes, I spot Tasha Bouley and Rosy Quintana standing at the stairs into St. Patrick’s, a crowd around them and asking questions. Cynthia and Mandy see the same thing, and it’s a little like we have a group frown as we stare at them. Eventually, it’s Cynthia who waves us off. “Today isn’t the day for this,” she tells us as she pushes us down the sidewalk. “Not after a church service.”
As she’s turning us away, we bump right into Father O’Connor, who almost falls back before Dodger grabs him. “Careful there, father,” she tells him as she keeps him upright. “Your congregation probably doesn’t want you breaking a hip because of us.”
“You’re probably right,” he says with a laugh. Collects himself for a second before giving Dodger another look. “I’m not sure I’ve seen you around here before.”
“I wouldn’t call myself the religious type.”
“Neither was Michael here, at first. And with people like Tasha and Rosy around, I can understand why. They don’t exactly make appearances because they have extraordinary faith.”
“Then why do they come here?”
“You can’t see for yourself?” he replies with a smirk, nodding toward the crowds. “It keeps them popular with the people. That’s sort of important for anyone that wants to get reelected.”
“It’s pretty scummy to take advantage of people’s faith like that.”
“Well, we can only hope that we reach them at some point. Get them to have a change of heart.”
Dodger frown at the two representatives, her arms folding across her chest. “What would that even look like?”
“Like Michael, Cynthia, and little Mandy here,” he says as he squeezes Mandy’s shoulder. “They commit a lot of time to our volunteer efforts. In a world like ours, we need more of that.”
“So, do you have to be a . . . I guess you would call it a believer . . . Do you have to be a believer to do all of that volunteer stuff?”
“Of course not. If you have a heart to serve, I doubt God is going to take any issue with you helping the poor and the outcast. Why? Did you want to join us with some of the care packages we put together here?”
Dodger’s frown just gets deeper, and her hands tighten more on her arms as she closes up, not saying anything as she tries to think through her answer. Cynthia must notice, because she reaches out and brushes Dodger’s arm before looking at O’Connor. “Dodger’s had a lot on her mind lately. She’s been trying to think of ways of giving back to the community that doesn’t involve being in the militia.”
O’Connor nods as he looks over at Dodger. “I understand that most people will never believe there could be a higher power, not in a world like this,” he says as he motions to the city. “The Creep, the death, all of it. It is difficult to have faith in such times.”
Dodger shakes her head. “It’s not just that. Where I came from, the whole point of the one religion we had was to keep people in line, waiting for help that never came and just doing what we were told instead of ever making our lives better.”
“Ah, that is a good reason to doubt religion, I’ll give you that. I’m not going to stand here and tell you that you must believe what I believe. Of course, I’d always be willing to make my case for faith. But, I would rather that you follow what your heart is telling you. If it’s telling you that you should give back to the needy people of the Deadlands, well, love and charity is at the very heart of faith. No person is going to refuse food and medicine based on whether you’re a believer, and no good believer is going to say no to anyone who has the heart to serve.”
She frowns and looks away for a really long second before turning back to him. “I’m Dodger, by the way.”
“Father O’Connor.”
“I probably won’t ever come back to one of these services again but . . . helping put together those care packages sounds pretty good. I’d do that.”
“Wonderful,” he says with a gesture toward Cynthia. “Cynthia here has been helping us since almost the day she arrived in Central, on top of all the work she does at her clinic. I’m sure she’ll be happy to put together some days and times for you to join us. Now, if you’ll allow me to say a goodbye,” he says with a wink as he nods to the crowds, “There’s quite a lot of handshaking that has to get done after services, otherwise someone will be spreading gossip about me next week, telling their friends I ignored them after service.” He laughs. “I’m joking, but only a little. I’ll see you during our next volunteer event.”
He takes a second to shake all of our hands before disappearing into the crowds. Mandy must notice Dodger frowning as O’Connor steps away, because she shrugs and says, “I didn’t like him at first either. People who are that nice are usually suspicious.”
“They can be,” she says, still looking uncomfortable.
“He actually is pretty nice though. You should come help us sometime. It’s . . . fun. Most times.”
Dodger rolls her eyes and smiles at Mandy. “Alright, alright. I’ll come by. Soon,” she says as she look up at Cynthia. “You’ll let me know about that and everything, right? All the deets.”
Cynthia flashes that big smile of hers. “Of course, Dodger. It’s going to be amazing having you help us.”
“Alright. Just as long as you’re there, because I don’t know how well I can do all this,” she says with a spin of her finger, “Church stuff without you around.”
“I understand.”
“Great. Well, I’m going to retreat to my lair for a while. I’ve got stuff to do with Yazzie, so . . .” She holds up a hand as she backs away into the crowds, “See you back at the apartment.”
We all wave goodbye as she gets swallowed up in the crowd, and I just look over at Cynthia. “And then there were three.”
“Some private time for our little family,” she says with a smile. “Good. Mandy actually has something for you,” she tells me, and Mandy takes a step up to me. “It was her idea.”
The kid actually looks a little nervous as she looks up at me before reaching her hands into that oversized jacket of hers. She fumbles around inside of it for a second, her fingers grabbing at something before she hauls it out. When she does, she just holds onto it for a second, staring at it as she’s standing there. Cynthia puts a hand on her shoulder and squeezes, and poor kid just looks up at me and holds her hand out. Inside her fingers is a box. Like, a small jewelry box. Mandy breathes hard as she holds it there. “It . . . it belonged to dad. He always used to wear it.”
“Always used to wear it?” I drop to a knee and look her straight in the eye for a second before taking the box. Then I look up at Cynthia, but she just smiles and nods at me. So, ‘course I take it and open it up. When I do, I just stare for a second at this little silver cross on a chain that’s sitting inside.
“It’s not good luck or anything,” she tells me. “But . . . Cynthia fought through the Creep to find it after . . . after mom and dad died.”
I pull the cross and the small chain it’s connected to and pull it around my neck. Mandy takes the box from me and puts it in her pocket while I’m attaching it. Takes a second, but I get it to hang there, the cross just below my collar. Nothing big, smaller than my thumbnail, but it feels like something huge. “Thank you, Mandy,” I tell her before she wraps me up in a hug. After she lets go, I get onto my feet and let Cynthia wrap me up too, her lips pressing on my cheek as she hugs me.
“I love you, Mike,” she says as she lets me go.
“Aw. I love you too,” I tell her before I look down at Mandy. “And I love you too.”
Mandy nods and smirks. “I know.”
My eyes go back to Cynthia. “Really fought your way into the Creep to get this back, huh?”
“I know it seems foolish, but my father wore it every day of his life, until he and my mother died trying to protect me and Mandy. I needed something to remind me of the two of them. Both of us did,” she says as puts a hand behind Mandy. “Maybe I shouldn’t have, but I did go back to see if I could find it. And I did, on the floor, left behind after the Creep attack.”
“I get it,” I tell her. “Symbols like this mean something. We don’t just let them go. This isn’t just something religious for you. It’s a symbol of your parents.”
“And now you have it. I know you’ll make them proud.”
“Going to make me cry over here, lady,” I joke as I look at the thinning crowds. “Come on. Let’s go get something to eat.”
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Watching the world passing by, I can’t help but realize how little of the Creep is north of Central Freedom. I’m not the only one. Jackie’s looking through the small window in the transport. Every once in a while, she leans past me and takes a look outside. About an hour into the drive, she points to some of the banners hanging from the buildings. They’re long strips of red with the symbol of a golden fist sewn into them.
“What are those?” she asks.
The president looks over to her. “General Yousef’s banner. He lost his arm a long time ago, apparently in a fight that he’s never bothered describing to me. Ever since then, he’s been carrying around a golden arm that’s installed below his elbow.”
“It’s mechanical?”
“The finest biotech we have. Well, that Fort Silence has. Anyway, that’s how he got half of his nickname, the Golden Jackal.”
“Where did the other half come from?”
“Because he’s been able to scavenge more military tech than anyone I know, and he’s a pretty vicious predator when he’s in combat.”
Jackie doesn’t acknowledge it much before she sits back in her chair. There’s maybe half a second before Doctor Watson doesn’t seem able to hold himself back from talking anymore. I’ve been watching him flexing his hands and biting his lips, but he finally bursts out, saying, “I gave you your original suit, you know.”
She looks over at him and smiles. “Yeah, I heard that. I guess we haven’t really talked much since I got here. Thanks for saving my life.”
“When did I do such a thing?”
“Uh, well, I’m talking about back at the Tower, after my fight with Judge. I know they said you have trouble remembering things sometimes.”
He shuts his eyes like he’s in pain before waving her off. “No, no, I perfectly well remember those particular incidents. I was merely referring to the fact that my role in your recuperation was quite minor. For example, I may have put your body in the suit, but it was your own cells that drove your recovery.”
“Yeah, well, still. Thanks. For the suit, at least.”
“Of course.”
“You know, I always wondered, why did you put me in this thing? I mean, if it didn’t have anything to do with helping me get better, why did you do it?”
“Oh. Oh, ho, ho, ho.” The smile on his face is the kind the doc gets whenever he feels mischievous. “Although I had no way to be sure, I had my suspicions about the Creep cells migrating through your circulatory system. I suppose we should say that I acted on an educated guess. I guessed your cells would help you recover.”
“But why didn’t you think that I’d turn into . . .” She looks away for a second and squints. “Why didn’t you think I’d turn into a Creeper?”
“Miss Coleman, I have studied the Creep for close to 500 hundred years now. I, alone, have been responsible for watching its growth in the Tower. Given my rather extensive experience in observing and documenting its behavior, I took my particular line of logic to its natural conclusion. I was fairly confident that you would emerge with your faculties intact.”
“And if you’d been wrong?”
“Well, then you’d have turned into a mindless beast, of course.”
“That . . . that doesn’t bother you? Even just a little?”
“Why would it?”
Jackie shakes her head, like she can’t really believe he’s that oblivious. Honestly, we’ve all gotten used to the doctor’s lack of awareness, but she’s still adjusting to it. “So, how exactly did you end up living for centuries?”
“Hm. I’m given to understanding it was due to the particular type of Pocket Space field generated around my living quarters. You know the fields we use around Central Freedom? To repel even the slightest hint of Creep infestation?”
“Sure. The same kind of field the repulsion rods use.”
“Precisely. There was similar technology at work in the lab, in the Tower. You know, of course, what happens to anything stored in Pocket Space.”
“It stops aging. Food doesn’t spoil, that sort of thing.”
“Again, quite accurate. As I understand it, my proximity to the field being generated around my living quarters had a similar effect on me. In my case, it granted me a rather extended life.”
“You could have lived forever.”
The doc shrugs. “Perhaps.”
“Then why leave the room?”
“Why leave your Tower? Suppose I offered you a chance to stay where I had lived. The only condition would have been that you’d be cut off from the world, never able to answer all the questions you had about life outside the Tower. Would that have been sufficient for you?”
“No, I think I sort of made a reputation for myself as the kind of person who needs answers.”
“You have a scientist’s mind, one of inquiry. I possess the same. When the opportunity came to find out what the world outside had become, to understand the changes in greater depth, I had to take it, just as you would have.”
“Those Pocket Space fields you were talking about though. If they were keeping you alive, why don’t they extend the life of people out here? Like the fields generated around Central.”
“Two reasons, the first being the most obvious. Proximity and concentration of the energy influences the outcome. I lived within a tightly focused field, which granted the life extending properties I experienced. However, the larger concern is that the fields we create out here are poor replications of the original. In five hundred years, I have yet to determine a means of replicating the technology that was at work in my living quarters.”
“You didn’t design it?”
For a moment, the doc pauses. He’s smiling, but his eyes drift away like he doesn’t want to answer. Finally, he takes a deep breath and forces himself to talk. “I . . . do not remember. My hypothesis is that the human mind simply was not designed to acquire five hundred years’ worth of memories. I don’t remember whether I was the original designer or not, and no matter how much I inspect the technology, it’s almost as if there’s . . .” His eyes flair and his hands reach out, almost like he’s choking someone. “It’s as if there’s something missing from my mind. Not forgotten, but simply erased. I assure you, Jackie Coleman, that I have my own, quite personal reasons for having left the Tower. I am not here merely out of scientific curiosity.”
She nods as everything goes quiet. It’s funny to sit there and listen to the conversation. It’s not that I doubt the doc or think he’s strange. It’s just, he’d never shared that specific detail, the one about something missing from his memory, before. We’d all assumed he was just forgetful. At that second though, when he’s talking to Jackie, it just feels like there’s something else was going on. It’s enough to make you wonder just what exactly is locked up in that mind of his.
Watson doesn’t seem to linger on it very long. “The suit was originally white, you know.”
“Really?”
“Of course. It was the ultimate Security suit, meant for only a select few. I had the colors altered to distinguish it from the rest of the armor in the production line. This one . . . this one was special. You could turn it back to its white color, of course, and the underlying jumpsuit that is a part of it. The nanobots that compose this armor can reflect any color you’d like.”
Jackie laughs. “This shouldn’t come as a shock, but I’ve always been a fan of black.”
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There’s a point in the trip when it becomes pretty clear that General Yousef has things pretty secured up here in the north. The city buildings we pass by are obviously marked in flags carrying his symbol, and there are plenty of military vehicles on the ground watching us as we pass by. I’m talking about personnel transports, rocket vehicles, tanks, and anything else you could imagine. Soldiers lounge around on the sidewalks with rifles in hand while people walk from building to building like there’s no Creep to worry about.
Because there isn’t.
A lot like Central Freedom, I think they’re using types of Pocket Space fields to ward off the Creep, just with smaller pockets of it instead of the one, massive field we project over Central. They’ve also got a bunch of guns and equipment to back those fields up. There are no skyscrapers up here like the ones in Central Freedom, but it’s obvious that the city around Fort Silence used to be pretty wealthy. There’s none of the old brick and mortar buildings in the area. Everything’s shining metal and hardened glass.
The height of the buildings actually stands out. There are towers, but nothing on the scale of Central. Actually, lots of the buildings are low to the ground. Comparatively, I mean. A building that’s 40 stories high is still pretty tall, and there are more than a few of those scattered around. The area just doesn’t have the scale or scope of Central. Still, as we pass over one last ridge and the city starts to give way, I spot what has to be one of the more intimidating structures I’ve ever seen.
I’m not able to get a really good look at it until we pass the edge of the city and emerge into a huge field, the buildings falling behind us as we drive out into a huge circular clearing. When I say huge, I should really say gigantic. At the center of this grassy clearing are these massive, intimidating walls, thick enough to drive a car on. Over the tops of the walls, we  see the roofs of buildings pushed together in clusters. The wall surrounding them is broken up every few dozen feet with heavily fortified guard towers and these quad barreled gun emplacements that could easily devastate even the heaviest armored vehicles. Still, what I’ve got my eye on is this one building at the center of it all. It’s taller than everything else around it and juts up like one huge, threatening block of concrete. Past the walls, past the buildings inside those walls, it just lifts up into the sky like this massive concrete block. There’s nothing beautiful or attractive about how it looks, but it sends one pretty clear message: this is a military institution, and it was created to maintain order by any means necessary.
We reach the front gates and get ushered in by guards without any problems. The second we’re inside, it’s hard not to start counting all the warehouses and vehicle hangars that we’re met with. A few places look like barracks for the troops, and others are just brick buildings sitting at the intersections of sidewalks. As many buildings as there are, it doesn’t feel crowded. There’s a ton of ground to cover inside the walls just like there was outside.
Still, it’s the military power inside that really stands out. It feels as if every building is guarded by troops or armored vehicles. A half dozen rocket vehicles are just casually tracking our movements as we drive down the street and toward the central administrative building, that big piece of concrete at the center of it all. As we’re driving along, we pass by a few tanks rolling by the opposite way.
I guess what I’m trying to say is . . . it’s intimidating.
It’s a while before we finally reach the front doors of that central building, but when we do, we end up parking on a huge stretch of paved ground. There are a couple of armored transports sitting up front and what I feel like has to be a dozen guys walking around in suits of power armor, a lot like what the raiders use, with a couple of differences.
We come to a stop in front of the main doors in time for two rows of soldiers to pour out, forming two lines and a path down the middle. I’ve barely stepped onto the grounds with Colonel Martin and President Branagh when I see a line of men in dress uniform walking between the rows of soldiers. They all look pretty important, like they’ve usually got better things to do. The best thing I can compare them to is the War Council, a bunch of vets past their physical prime but with the kind of experience you need to lead the troops. They’ve obviously gotten a lot done in their time since their chests are loaded in pins and medals.
Still, as important as they all look, they all stand aside as one last guy steps through the doors and starts making his way toward us. He’s not dressed nearly as flashy. In fact, he’s basically only got on his olive-green standard wear tucked into a pair of combat boots. He’s intimidating though, a piece of pure muscle. You can tell by the way the fabric stretches around his chest and biceps that the guy’s tough. He’s a little younger than I thought, maybe in his late twenties, and his head’s shaved pretty tight around the sides, so his hair’s barely dusting the brown skin underneath. What really stands out about him though is his right arm. It’s tossing faint rays along the ground as it picks up on the light from the nearby lamp posts. From just below the elbow and down to his fingertips, it’s all mechanical. Every inch of his forearm is robotic, but his fingers flex and probe the air just as easy as mine could. It’s an impressive piece of tech, and when he reaches his hand out, President Branagh doesn’t miss a beat. He stretches his hand back to greet him and flashes as big of a fake smile as I’ve ever seen.
“General Yousef,” he says.
“President Branagh,” the man shoots back. “Welcome to Fort Silence. I am told this is your first visit?”
“Yes. I was just a public service worker until a few years back. I never had any reason to come up this far north, although I do know you from many, many stories.”
“All flattering, I’m sure.”
“There’s a bit of truth in everything.”
“Where there’s smoke, there’s fire, yes? I suppose you’d want to be cautious. After all, look at you, arriving in a few transports. In return, I greet you with transports of my own and enough armored walkers to wipe you off the face of the planet.”
“That sounds vaguely threatening, general.”
“I’m only stating a fact.”
“I assure you, we’ve brought our own little show of force to remind you that we’re not here to be pushed around.”
That gets the most twisted smile out of him that I’ve seen in a while. “Is that so?”
The president looks over his shoulder and back to the transport. There’s a long second after he does, but soon I see Jackie’s armored leg stepping out of the door. When she touches the ground, she turns toward us, her fists hanging at her side while her eyes glow red behind her mask. All seven feet tall of black metal and Creep infused muscle looms over everyone else, and she’s shadowed by the doc, who steps out behind her. For the first time, I see the general’s smile drop. The glow in his cheeks goes out for a second before he composes himself, putting on that fake smile of his again. “Is this the infamous Dark Angel I’ve heard so many stories about?”
Branagh nods. “One and the same, general.”
“As you said, there’s always some truth in any story, but I have my doubts regarding the more amazing tales I’ve heard.” He steps past the president and looks dead on at Jackie. “You there. Can you speak for yourself?”
She just stares back at him for a second, her hand holding onto the top of the transport as she sizes him up, before replying in that electronically masked voice of hers. “Yes.”
“They say you can take out armored persons at will. They also say you can rip the doors cleanly off of armored vehicles. A little outlandish, wouldn’t you say?”
“They’re hard to believe.”
“And if I told my men to take aim at you right now and open fire . . . What would happen?”
“Nothing good. That’s not a choice you want to go with.”
“What about for sport? I have a secret to tell you. The suits you see behind you are being operated remotely, as are the vehicles. We try and use remotely controlled teams whenever we’re exploring unknown parts of the Deadlands, since that tends to save lives. Fort Silence may have the superior firepower, but we lack the personnel of Central. Would you be willing to give us a demonstration of your power?” Jackie doesn’t say anything. Instead, she looks over at the president, who looks pretty conflicted. He’s about to say something when Yousef cuts him off. “Can the girl not think for herself? This isn’t a war I’m trying to start with Central Freedom. I’m merely interested in an exhibition between two friendly rivals.”
That must get her angry, because Jackie’s fists squeeze tight as she says, “Your tech’s old. Those gorilla suits of yours might look intimidating, but they can’t keep up.”
“Prove it, then.”
She just stares at him for a long second before saying, “I hope you weren’t lying about those suits being remote.”
“Not at all,” Yousef replies with a smile as he starts walking away, his men and the rest of us trailing behind him. Soon, we’re standing inside the lobby of the building and watching a big screen that’s hovering above the entry. Doc Watson’s tapping his fingers on his chin as he watches the screen, and Yousef notices. “Afraid she’ll get hurt?”
“Quite the opposite,” he says plainly. “I have more reason to fear she accidentally brings the building down around us.”
That comment seems to bother the general, whose smile fades again as he speaks out loud. “On my mark, begin the exhibition. Three . . . Two . . . One . . . Mark.”
For a moment Jackie stands there, not moving, instead just watching as a line of the armored suits begin walking to her. When it all starts, I’m watching them, wondering if those suits can actually move as fast as if there were a person inside of them. It doesn’t take long for me to get an answer to the question. One just shoots off toward her, swinging its huge fist at her face. She ducks beneath it and brings a leg forward, the sole of her foot crashing through the kneecap of the thing. Its entire leg bursts sideways, leaving wires and cables sparking in the air as it crashes into the ground. A second later, she’s looking to her side as gunfire starts heading her way. I’m not sure if they’re dummy rounds or real ones, but she treats them like a real threat. The jets on her back spark to life and she goes flying sideways, but one of the suits is already taking advantage of her distraction and gliding at her.
It’s practically on her when her sword materializes into her hand, cutting a half circle that eats through the suit’s torso and sends it flying along the floor. She’s had maybe half a second to swing before she flies up and catapults backward, barely avoiding the gunfire that’s chasing her. When she’s finally rotated and staring down on the suits below her, her sword vanishes and her hands fill up with two of those sticky grenades of hers. They go launching toward the ground, homing in on two of the armored suits and latching against their backs. A second later, they explode, sending two of her targets flying forward as flames punch through their backs.
She’s barely landed when gunfire starts tearing past her, but it only takes her a second to see the wall of armored walkers rushing her from one side while an armored transport takes shots at her from the rear. Jackie takes it all in, hesitating for just one instant before the ground around her erupts in flames and she goes shooting backward. Her body’s skimming the ground as she zips right past the transport faster than the gun mounted on top of it can target her. She disappears behind it, and for a second it looks like there are too many walkers on the grounds for even her to handle.
I’m almost ready to admit she’s lost this one, that there are too many of them, when I see the carrier tilt upward. As much as I’ve seen her do, as much weight as I’ve seen her hold up, I still feel my jaw drop when I see the vehicle starting to tilt upward. From the looks of the faces in the crowd, it’s pretty clear I’m not the only one who’s shocked. General Yousef’s mouth is hanging open as we all watch the transport rising up. I mean, sure, I saw Jackie holding up thousands of pounds of weight in the lab. To see this though? To see her actually lifting an entire armored vehicle above her?
Over the sound of the screen, you can hear her screaming as she lifts the entire thing above her head, her muscles straining to push it completely up. It doesn’t stop there though. Those suits charging her start pulling their rifles as they see her standing there, tens of thousands of pounds of vehicle being held above her. Then everything behind her becomes fire, flames rising into the air as the eyes of her mask start bleeding red light into the air. With one huge scream ,she goes rising into the air, her and every pound of that vehicle she’s got above her. For just one second, it’s amazing to stare at . . . Maybe even a little bit terrifying. She’s this amazon of a woman, wings of fire shooting from her back and red trails flowing from her eyes, while she floats above the world with more weight in her hands than anyone could ever imagine holding up.
And then she’s rearing back and tossing the entire thing to the ground with enough force that it goes plowing along the concrete. It turns circles as parts of it go flying off, the entire thing crashing through the middle of the line of armored walkers. Half of them are buried underneath it or sent flying into parts when it explodes, leaving only a handful of them still standing . . . And then Jackie’s turning circles as she flies straight into the middle of them, this vortex of fire surrounding her as she explodes into the group of walkers. One turns toward her with its gun raised, and she’s already got her sword up and taking its arm off. Behind her, another is lunging for her, and suddenly that metal bat she’s had since the Tower is in her hand. She’s turning and ducking underneath the arms grabbing for her before swinging with so much force that the bat knocks the knees out from underneath the walker. It goes falling into her, and she rolls out just before it slams into the ground. Half a second later, her sword is coming down through its back.
The last few walkers are raising their guns at her, but she’s flying at the nearest one, her foot planting into its face and kicking it backward as she launches herself away and into another walker. She turns a half circle and brings her sword right down the middle of its head, its body splitting in half and detonating as she rolls between its legs and propels herself at the last one. It’s firing wildly at her as she burns through the air, her weapons vanishing into light while the fingertips of her hands suddenly extend into claws. She latches onto the side of the walker’s head, the sharpened fingers of her gloves digging into its neck as she plants her legs into its chest. With a scream, she rips her body sideways, the entire head of the walker coming away in her hands when she does. She drops to the ground in a crouching position, blooms of fire exploding from the walker behind her before it goes slamming into the floor. After a second, she stands up, her back to the wall of fire and the walker’s head in her hand. As the camera pans out, all you see are the wrecked shells of power armor crumpled along the ground, a wall of smoke and fire burning behind her. Then she looks at the Baby Boy that’s been following the fight, looking right at the camera like she’s staring directly at General Yousef himself.
“Satisfied?”
Apparently, General Yousef is, because now he’s all smiles. “Impressive. What an . . . That wasn’t just tech. She has a fighter’s instincts.”
President Branagh looks over at him. “If you’re ready to call this exhibition over . . .”
“I think that goes without saying,” the general says while almost laughing. “We’ll make sure your people are put in the best rooms we can offer. Nothing less for a diplomatic team from Central Freedom.”
“We’d appreciate it.”
The general turns and starts talking to some of his guards, and I can hear him giving them instructions to bring Jackie in and get the rooms ready. That’s when I notice the doc. He’s still staring at the screen, his lips shut tight and his forehead all tightened up, like he’s worried. I walk over to him and kind of wave in front of his face to get his attention. “Hey. Doc? You doing alright, or is something wrong?”
It takes him a long moment before he responds. “You saw she lifted that transport?”
“Yeah. We all saw it.”
“How do you think she did it?”
It’s a weird question to ask, since he’s the one who tested her in the lab. “Well, a combination of the Creep in her cells and the suit she’s wearing. At least, that’s what I thought. You’re the one who put her through her strength tests.”
His eyes dart over to me, and he looks annoyed, as if he thinks I’m stupid. “I’m not talking about her physically lifting the vehicle, Thomas. It’s already well established that she has the strength to do such a thing.”
“Uh, okay then. Mind if I ask what you’re asking me, doc?”
Watson closes his eye for a second and shakes his head. “What I am referring to is how she lifted that transport into the air. How did she move that vehicle into the air?”
“I’m not sure what the question is. She flew it up there?”
“But how?”
“With that crazy jet pack, or whatever it is, that she’s flying around with these days.”
“Do you truly believe that pack had the thrust capacity to lift tens of thousands of weight directly into the air? That the thrusters on her pack had the sheer force to lift that much weight?”
“Uh, well, I guess I hadn’t thought about it.”
“Of course not.” He looks away, annoyed with me again, before looking back at me with what I can only call insane eyes. “What she just did, this very moment and right in front of you, violated the laws of physics.”
“And . . . how did she do that, exactly?”
“Now that is the current mystery that demands an answer. I can hypothesize that the Creep allows her bone and muscle density sufficient strength for lifting tens of thousands of pounds, although even such a notion is almost ridiculous. However, to say that she somehow imbued her jetpack with the power to lift an armored transport into the air? Do you realize how much jet fuel it would take to lift that much weight directly upward? How would such a thing be done?”
“I . . . Doc, I don’t know.”
“Neither do I, though I sense the answer is important. What we just witnessed was a violation of the laws of physics themselves.”
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I’ll admit, it feels strange to sit down for dinner and see Jackie, her whole body encased in that armor of hers but with her mask off. Yousef was kind enough to roll out quite the feast. Of course, he took the head of the table, but he made sure to put Jackie and I to the left and right of him. We’re only sitting there a few seconds before he starts asking questions, which I expected. From what I’ve been told of him, Yousef’s got a mind like a razor, always cutting to the heart of things and trying to find out what’s important.
“So, tell me, Jackie,” he says with a smile. “How are you enjoying your food?”
She takes a break from picking at her meal and looks his way. “I’ve . . . I’ve never eaten anything like this.”
“It’s turkey.”
She frowns. “Turkey? I’ve heard a little about it.”
“Yes, it’s a kind of bird. It used to live all across the countryside, apparently, but that was hundreds of years ago. If you’ve ever had chicken, you’ve eaten something a little like turkey.”
“I have, but . . .” She shakes her head. “It was always in pretty small portions. Frozen, mostly.”
“Not these. We’ve raised them, right here in Fort Silence. Well, not in the fort itself, but on some of our farming grounds north of the fort.”
She looks sideways at him. “How did you . . . How do you raise them? With how bad everything is?”
“You mean, with the quality of land we own?”
“Yeah.”
“When my father broke with Central Freedom, he didn’t leave our knowledge behind. We still knew how to work with what was left with the land, similar to what Central continues to do with its gardens. I won’t say we’re as good at it, but we’ve done well enough to keep animals alive in this part of the Deadlands.”
I cut in. “Jackie, we haven’t taken you there yet, but we do keep animals alive in the Green Zone. We don’t kill them,” I say with a look to General Yousef, “Because we don’t know how many are left.”
Yousef smiles. “Oh, Branagh. I see your reputation is accurate. Quite the man of upstanding character.”
“I do my best.”
“You’ll be glad to know we only had these turkeys prepared because this was such a special occasion. We don’t normally go around eating the last known animals on the planet.”
Jackie interrupts. “They’re not . . . They’re not the last ones.”
“What’s that now?”
“There are . . .” She takes a deep breath as she look at the plate in front of her. “There are places out there, away from the city . . .  away from the Deadlands . . . where the Creep thins out and other disasters ruined the country. Without Creep, things are still bad, but not as bad . . . and there are still animals out there.”
“You’ve . . . been, to these places?”
“Just for a little while, when I was exploring and trying to find my friends. Funny how much ground you can cover once you discover you can fly.”
“You’ll have to help us round these creatures up. If we could find a way to pen them in, to breed them, we’d be able to grow back entire populations of animals.” He leans in and looks at her. “Would you be willing to help us? To help bring back the animals that were once alive here?”
“Maybe.” She looks down and puts a fork into her food before taking a bite. “It’s . . . it’s pretty good.”
“I’m glad you enjoyed it. My personal chef prepared the meal.” His head shifts sideways as he looks at her. “You’re so bold in combat when the mask is on, so why are you so distant now? It’s not fear, but . . .”
“In my experience, trust isn’t something you give to just anyone who smiles and acts like they’re on your side.”
“Ah.” He leans back in his chair. “Something happened. Perhaps a friend, or a former comrade. Perhaps even someone like myself, a leader, who betrayed you.”
“Something like that.”
I motion to Yousef. “Jackie hasn’t been with us very long either, so we’re all building bridges here. As far as I understand it, she was watching Central for a little while. I’m fairly sure she would’ve been happy staying in the shadows except for the fact that her friends were in trouble.”
Yousef nods to me. “During the recent invasion. The Battle for Central Freedom.”
“That’s right.”
“We don’t have much video of what happened that night, but if she was anything like what we just saw today in the courtyard, she probably turned the course of the battle all on her own.”
“I would say that’s about right. Obviously, there’s a reason we brought her along.”
“Of course. You don’t trust me. Given what my father did, breaking from Central the way he did . . .”
“It’s not just your father, Yousef. You know my background. I did my time with the militia before my time in public service, but I wasn’t ever a military man. Not like your father and not like you. Maybe you’re not just like him, but your philosophy is still a hell of a lot different from mine.”
“Because I insist on tighter military security.”
“Because you insist on limiting the freedom of the people to petition the government for a redress of grievances.”
“And expose the men who put their lives on the line to trial because someone was upset they couldn’t stay out after a certain hour? For the sake of someone who protested because our men searched their belongings?”
“We both know it’s about more than that. Start taking away the rights of the people . . .”
“A little sacrifice is necessary to protect lives, Mr. President. ”
“And sacrificing freedom is always, always a path toward tyranny, general, unless there’s something in writing and a system in place that prevents it. Your father wanted things his way and so do you, without wanting to be held accountable for any sort of civil rights violations that might come along the way.”
“Yes, how terrible that we drop the façade that civil rights actually exist without a military that keeps the Creep from wiping out the last of humanity.”
“And what’s the point of keeping humanity alive if what’s left is treated just like a caged animal?”
Yousef smiles and looks over at Jackie. “You can guess why Central Freedom and Fort Silence have been separated for a generation now. The issues between us aren’t just the kinds of problems you argue about over drinks. They’re the problems of leaders with extreme concerns about how the other wants to run things.”
She nods. “Yeah. I can kind of see that.”
“And yet here we all are,” he says as he waves to the table. “Joined together like squabbling children who’ve been forced to gather at the dinner table.” He looks back my way. “We both know, even with your talented Dark Angel here, that you can’t hold back the raiders now that they’re unified under the Tank. You need our help.”
“Maybe,” I tell him with a shake of my head. “But if you ever want to be something more than some secluded fort on the edge of what’s left of civilization, you’ll need food to expand. That’s what we’ve got to offer.”
“Yes. The eternal problem of food. I think it’s quite clear that, if we want to find a way forward, we’ll have to hammer out the differences between us.”
“I’d say so.”
“He takes a deep breath and sighs before looking me in the eyes. “I know you, Gabriel. All my reports tell me you’re a lover of history. A man who quotes history.”
“I’ve been known to be a fan, yes.”
“I quote a different history, and my history tells me that ‘unquiet meals make ill digestion.’ It also tells me that ‘good wine is a good familiar creature, if it be well used.’” He smiles as he looks around the table. “In other words, I understand that we have our differences. If I might be so bold to suggest though, can tonight, at least, be about the living? Before we start our negotiations, can we at least enjoy just one meal?”
Everyone shakes their head and agrees. I can’t help but laugh at Jackie as she nods while her mouth hovers inches over her plate. The poor girl’s practically tearing through her meal. “You’ve taken a liking to the turkey?”
She nods as she swallows with a large gulp. “When I used to be out there, out in the Deadlands, the only food I ever really had was canned foods or military rations. There were a couple of times I ate better, but it was never anything like this.”
That seems to get Yousef’s interest, and he looks back at her again. “Military rations, you say?”
“Uh, yeah. I . . . There were these, other people, I guess. You find some out there, scattered around the Deadlands. I worked with some for a while.”
“I saw video of what you did to protect a team pinned down by raiders. Combat familiarity, well acquainted with military tactics. You’ve served . . .” He frowns as he looks at her, trying to read her face. “No. You command so easily. It’s clear you led people long before you arrived at Central.”
“Well, I did lead a team out of the Tower.”
“So I was told, but that’s not what I’m not talking about. Wherever you were while you wandered the Deadlands, you gained experience leading people. You learned essential military knowledge and tactics.”
She stops chewing and, without ever looking back at him, just says, “Yeah.”
“You know what it’s like, then. To lead people. The burden that you carry knowing your people look up to you for their survival.”
“Yes.”
“Perhaps even to know what it is to have their deaths on your conscience.”
That question she doesn’t answer. Instead, she just looks back down at her plate and takes another bite. I look over at Yousef and motion at him again. “There has to be something more pleasant to talk about than the people we’ve lost.”
“Of course,” he agrees. “My apologies. Well, how about this. We can add a little fun to the occasion.”
“What did you have in mind?”
He motions to the back of the room, and a second later, the room’s filling up with waiters holding bottles in their hands. The empty glasses in front of us are soon filling up with white wine, and Yousef can’t help but grin. “I did mention I do enjoy good wine. It makes for the best kind of fun.”
From across the able, I can see Jackie holding the glass in the air. Her brow’s tight and she’s looking into the glass like it’s some sort of mystery object. She sniffs at the rim a few times before looking over at Yousef. “What’s this?”
The general pauses as he looks over at her, almost looking like he can’t believe the question. “What . . . You’re telling me you’ve never had wine?”
“Yeah, I mean . . . never.”
“Beer?”
“We had it where I came from, but I’ve never had it.”
“Well, for God’s sake, at least tell me you’ve had liquor.”
“No . . . ?”
Yousef throws his hands in the air and looks at me. “A girl who’s twice rescued your military from death and you’ve never toasted her with a glass of wine at the very least?”
I shake my head and smile. “No, I can’t say we’ve had the chance. Jackie, are you saying you’ve never had a drink of alcohol?”
She shakes her head. “No, never.”
Yousef waves at her. “Go ahead. Drink all you want. We’ve got bottles of it in storage. If you’ve never had a drink before, then you’re in for a treat. Alcohol makes you feel as if you could conquer the world. Just, don’t go out and try to do it. These drinks are dangerous when you’ve had too many.”
“Then why does anyone drink them?”
“Because they give you courage, make your worries disappear, and make every evening more romantic.”
I look at her. “Jackie, alcohol will make you feel a lot of things. It’s fine in moderation, just don’t ever push it.”
She shrugs at me as she lifts the glass to her lips and takes a drink. After a second of letting it sit on her lips, she smiles. “It’s sweet.”
“Well, it’s white wine. It’s usually sweet. Now, a good, strong liquor will put a shock to your system, but it’s not the tastiest drink in the world.”
“Then why have liquor instead of this?”
I laugh. “Because sometimes you want to feel the effects quicker. Not that that’s a good thing.”
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I’m not really sure what time it is when we all end up sitting outside, in the inner courtyard of the fort. It’s just the four of us, me, President Branagh, General Yousef, and Jackie. There’s nothing in front of us but trees and grass, and there we are, just sipping on beers as the night keeps going. President Branagh’s loosened up, and Jackie . . . She actually looks relaxed for the first time since she got to Central Freedom.
Yousef talks from just over the lip of his beer. “Bottled these here ourselves, you know.”
The president tips his beer to him. “Damn fine stuff.”
“I know you think I’m harsh, Gabriel. With everything I’ve been through, you’d feel the same if you were in my position.”
“We’ve all lost people, Yousef.”
“But family.” He shakes his head as he looks up to the skies. “Family is different. The people you love . . . the ones closest to you? They’re different.”
Jackie takes a long drink from her bottle and looks over at him. “Who did you lose?” She shakes her head. “Sorry. I shouldn’t ask that.”
“No, it’s quite fine,” he says with a sidelong look at her. “It’s not a secret, anyway, at least not here in Fort Silence. It was my sister.”
“Your sister?”
“My beloved Ishara. She was taken long before her time.”
“Was it . . . was it the Creep?”
“It was. She was a fierce fighter. As fierce as I am, if I’m being honest. A young woman of incredible fire. Not unlike yourself, Jackie.” She half smiles at the compliment, but she take a drink from her beer because I can tell she doesn’t know how to respond. Yousef keeps going. “Our father trained both of us to be leaders here in Fort Silence. My father also made sure that, if he died, either one of us would be able to step in and fill his shoes. When he eventually did die, Ishara was graceful enough to let me assume command.”
“Was there any reason for that?”
Yousef shrugs. “Maybe because I had more experience leading the men. She’d always been a bit more of a loner. The people she did prefer were her close friends, the ones she fought with on a daily basis. Still, if I really think about it, it might have been because she didn’t want to put the fort into a conflict over who should take over.  She was very logical about those kinds of things.”
“She sounds like . . .” She stops as she finishes off her bottle and reaches for another one, popping the top off before taking a drink. “It sounds like you really respected her.”
“I did. I will never forget her, so long as I live.”
“She looked like you?”
That gets a laugh out of him. “Not nearly so ugly. We both shared the same brown skin, a gift from our parents, of course. She was as fit as any woman could be, strong enough to beat many men in a fight. She was more than a soldier though. The Ishara I knew, that I remember, treasured her hair. She always let it grow long, even when she was a soldier. Such long, raven black hair. Her most striking feature though, the one everyone knew her by, were her eyes.” There’s a second when he leans over at Jackie, almost too close, to the point that I almost say something. Even she looks a little freaked out about it, but Yousef just puts two fingers to his eyes. “My eyes. What color do you see?”
“Um. Oh, they’re, uh, they’re brown.”
“My parents’ eyes were the same color. Ishara, though, had the most sparkling green eyes you ever saw. My father and mother both said, more than once while I was growing up, that they couldn’t remember a single person from our family with those eyes.”
There’s a long quiet as we’re all sitting there, staring into the faint lights of the courtyard. I can see Yousef staring off, like he’s looking into another world. For a second, I actually feel bad for the guy, considering how often I’ve run his name through the dirt. Maybe that’s why I don’t say anything. I just don’t feel like I have a right to say anything. When someone does break the silence, it’s Jackie again.
“I, uh, I never lost anyone like that. Family, I mean. Back home, where I’m from, I went through a lot.” She sucks in a breath and looks down at the floor. “Sometimes it felt like I didn’t have anyone, but I always knew, in the back of my head, my parents were still there. When I became a fighter, there always someone I needed to protect, like my friends, but I never lost them. It wasn’t until . . .” She stops for a long second while she takes another drink. “It wasn’t until I got out deep out there, into the Deadlands, that I finally learned what it was like. To lose someone, I mean.”
Now, up until that point, she’d never said anything about this. I guess I’d thought it might have happened, especially with how standoffish she’d been, but I didn’t want to make assumptions or anything. So, for the first time in a while, I speak up. “Jackie, it wasn’t, you know, someone you were seeing, or . . .”
She looks at me. “No. But . . .” She shakes her head again, and I can see her teeth locked, like she’s fighting to hold back her emotions. “Wow, you weren’t kidding about this stuff, were you?” she jokes as she raises her bottle.
“Nah, Jackie,” I say as I lean back and give her a smile. “Drink too many of these and you end up saying way too much half the time.”
President Branagh nods as he finishes off his beer. “In vino veritas,” he says as he slides the empty bottle away. “Those words mean that wine brings out the truth.”
Yousef looks at the president and tilts his head up, his hand gesturing to the skies. “‘O thou invisible spirit of wine! If thou hast no name to be known by, let us call thee devil!’”
“You’re quite the performer for a general.”
“In another life, I took the stage instead of the stars,” he says with a tap of the metal stars on his military collar.
Jackie chuckles as she pushes her beer away, too. “Well, I don’t know what you two are quoting, but I think I’ve had way too many. I guess . . . I guess it was nice to talk about this, a little bit, but . . . I don’t think I’m there yet.”
From across the small table we’re sitting at, I see Yousef put his hand on her knee. I’m half expecting her to punch him in the face, and she does suck in a hard breath when he does it. Jackie’s always hated being touched by anyone she’s not close to, and I can actually see her muscles tensing up, but the beer must really be affecting Yousef because he doesn’t seem to notice. He just keeps leaning over to her. “I understand your loss. I hope that, someday, you’ll be able to open up about it. It might be healthy for you.”
She bites her lower lip and nods as she looks over to him. “Maybe. Thank you, Yousef.”
“Of course, Jackie.”
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I wish I could say my wife woke me up this morning with a delicious breakfast to help me get over my mild hangover, but that wouldn’t be true. First of all, not having a wife makes that kind of morning impossible. Second of all, I’ve got the feeling that whoever I marry would be more likely to slap me for having a few too many drinks the day before a long negotiation. Not that I’d have it any other way.
It takes me a second before I can finally get myself sorted and dressed. A suit and tie seems appropriate for a formal meeting like this one, and I’m not going to go sit at a negotiating table with Yousef and wear a uniform, not when he’s decked out like the fully decorated general that he is. The suit is comfortable anyway, and soon I’m in the small guest lobby. It’s just a small room off to the side of where our rooms are, a place to sit and chat with friends, but it gives us a chance to get everything sorted out. Martin’s already there, and he gives me a cocked eyebrow as he sees me walking in.
“Looking a bit red in the face, Mr. President.”
“Am I?” I pat at my cheeks for a second. “Maybe I need a glass of water.”
“I wonder why.”
“Don’t pretend like you haven’t done the same thing, Martin.” He laughs a little as he looks away, but he doesn’t give me any more trouble about it, thankfully. I look around and find Tommy sitting against the back wall, looking a little worse for wear but in good spirits. “You feeling okay there, Tommy?”
“Oh, yeah. You know, just, maybe we stayed out on the lawn having beers for a little too long.”
“It wasn’t exactly how I was planning to end the night.” That’s when I look over at Jackie, who’s sitting in full armor except for her helmet. The doc’s got a small pen light he’s flashing in her eyes while he’s holding her eyelids with his fingers. “Hey, doc. Everything alright over there? If Jackie had to fight, would she be up to it?”
She looks sideways at me and just says, “I’m perfectly fine.”
The doctor nods at me. “Jackie’s Creep cell enhanced metabolism shifted into a higher level to help process the effects of the wine and beer she drank, processing the chemicals rapidly and leaving her as alert and responsive as she has been every other day I’ve examined her.”
I shake my head. “Wait. So she didn’t feel the effects of the alcohol last night?”
“She did. Her cellular behavior is somewhat dependent on her disposition, and so she shifted into a lower metabolic state during dinner and afterward. The alcohol had its effects until she went to sleep, at which point her metabolism accelerated and the Creep cells rendered out all the alcohol related aftereffects.”
Tommy looks their way. “Are you telling me she can drink and enjoy herself like the rest of us, but never get a hangover?”
Jackie smiles over at him before pressing a button on her neck, which calls down her helmet in a shower of blue light. “Jealous, Tommy?”
“Well, yeah.”
I wave toward the door. “Alright, alright. We can marvel at yet one more of Jackie’s amazing skills later. For now, we have a discussion to have with the general, although I’m mildly hopeful that our little bonding session last night will make this easier than it would have been otherwise.” Everyone falls in behind me as we head out into the main hall and check in with the soldiers there, who then start leading us away. Fort Silence is a lot bigger than the garrison by about a factor of five. It’s almost a city within a city, and the central administrative building reflects that. By the time we’ve taken a few turns, I’m already feeling lost, but I can tell we’re returning to around where we had dinner the night before. A lot like the garrison, Fort Silence keeps its diplomatic and military sections separated. They’ve just got a lot more room to work with.
When we do finally reach the meeting hall, it’s with a lot less of the showmanship that the general showed the day before, when he came out escorted by troops and then felt compelled to show off the fort’s wealth. This time, we just pass through a pair of what are, I’ll admit, impressively carved oak doors that open onto a long table. I’m not sure what I was expecting, but there aren’t many people there. Two guards on either side of the room are standing at the back, underneath the light of a massive screen that’s showing what I think is live video feed from around the surrounding city. Yousef’s there, at the head of the table, but he’s the only one.
For a second, I’m confused. “Were we early?”
He smiles. “Slightly late, I’m afraid.”
“You weren’t going to want any of your, I don’t know, advisers here for this?”
“Mr. President. We both know one of the reasons Fort Silence broke away was to streamline the decision-making process that has crippled Central Freedom. I’ve already talked with my advisers regarding the best course of action. I don’t want to have a twenty-person debate about the future of my fort and your city. Still, please, I welcome you all to sit with me. I understand our ways are not the same as yours.”
“We just prefer a little discussion, idea tossing before we make any hard calls,” I say as I walk up to take a seat near him. Everyone else grabs seats close by.
“Yes, that is why you have an Advisory Council, and a War Council, but also endless harassment from nearby raiders.”
“Already onto insults, then?”
“Just a reminder of the truth,” he says as he looks down the table. “Colonel Martin, Captain Jones, Doctor Watson.” He nods toward Jackie. “And the Dark Angel.”
She nods. “General.”
“Now, we had ourselves more than enough time for pleasantries yesterday,” he says as he looks back toward me. “I hope we can get straight to business today?”
“I think that would suit me just fine, general.”
“Very well.” He takes a moment to breathe in a deep breath, one of the first instances I’ve ever seen of him looking even slightly unsure of himself. “We both know the conflicted history of Fort Silence and Central Freedom.”
“You mean the one where your father took a big portion of our military equipment and plenty of our best men to carve yourself a home out here?”
“That is a one-sided view of it. Fort Silence was already established. There was already military equipment here.”
“Right, you just took more of it when you left.”
“Indeed, but at the time, it was in the best interests of both sides. My father wanted to make the decision-making process faster and have more security on the streets. He wanted to guarantee the safety of the people living here in case of invasion. And, may I remind you, he agreed later to protecting Central Freedom. I believe he acted in a way that was fair to both him and Central, and I would be happy to return to the arrangement I had with your predecessor, Nikola Dravic, if you agreed to some of my proposals.”
“I’m sure you would, but look at things from my point of view. A one-man decision-making process? Military soldiers on every corner? It’s not a big leap from that to a dictatorship.”
“It doesn’t matter how you or I see it. What matters is what worked. When I worked with Nikola, we had peace. Since you disregarded our treat, Fort Silence has honored its promise to stay out of the affairs of Central Freedom. I’ve been entirely honorable in my dealings with you.”
“True, you haven’t tried to invade, but you took military gear that could have helped us in our fights with the raiders.”
He sighs. “We needed that equipment for the same reason. And again, we continued offering protection in the years to follow.”
“You honestly think you didn’t take a little more than your fair share?”
“Perhaps, but who held onto the food sources?”
I slip back in my chair and run my hand through my hair. “So, we get back to this again. It’s always going to come down to you having the military power and us having the food.”
“Central Freedom has changed significantly in the past fifty years. Perhaps you think that’s a good thing.”
“It’s become more democratic, if that’s what you’re saying.”
“Yes. The democratization of power. After the departure of the military forces dedicated to my father, your own government, your own people, continued to change their views on how power should be held. Isn’t that why you’re president and not Nikola Dravic?”
“I suppose it is.”
“My point is that Central Freedom’s culture changed rapidly and not everyone wanted to be a part of that change. Perhaps it was too quick. Perhaps, one day, the people living here will be ready to accept your democracy. That day is not today.”
“Then how do we make this alliance work?”
His hand taps the table softly. “I won’t agree to securing your island unless it’s done my way, because it would mean the lives of my people at stake. Men, every few blocks. Military vehicles in the streets.” I’m already about to protest when he lifts his hand slightly in a request for me to be patient. “In exchange, I am willing to concede operational authority over to you. It would be as if you had full authority over them yourselves. I would act in an advisory position, at best, to you and your War Council.”
“That would be . . . better, although I still don’t like the idea of changing the whole island into a military district. I don’t want my people feeling like they’re living under martial law.”
“Then don’t make them feel that way. You have that power, so stop looking at this like it’s an either-or situation. Keep the military presence subtle. We can place vehicles out of the way, in side streets and garages. Troops can be dressed in plain clothes.”
“Just with rifles strapped around their bodies.”
“I’m not saying it’s your perfect vision for Central Freedom, but I’m not fond of giving up control over my troops, either.”
I nod at him, but I’m still not smiling. “And what’s the exit plan? What happens when this threat is over and I want you off the streets?”
“Mr. President, my people will want access to the Green Zone once they’ve experienced what it is to have fresh food every day instead of occasionally needing to exist on military rations. That’s a reality. Our food supplies to the north of the fort are unstable at best, and let’s be honest. The true reason that we cannot farm adequately is because there is simply no land. The Deadlands are 200 miles of city in every direction, and there’s precious little adequate farming land where we could feed every man, woman, and child living here. If we ever had a population boom in the city surrounding Fort Silence, in the areas we protect, the entire area would destabilize from lack of adequate food.”
He sighs as he looks from one of us to the other. “To be quite honest, Fort Silence has excelled in military research because that’s what we’ve had access to. We lack the scientific minds with the right background in agriculture. A good portion of our strength is committed to securing enough food to supply the fort, leaving us in a less secure role to deal with the raiders permanently. You fancy me the tyrant, but I’m a tyrant approved of by my people. And ‘how can tyrants safely govern home, unless abroad they purchase great alliance?’ Whether I want to admit it or not, I need your help. We need official supply trains connecting us to the food stores in Central. But, I do hear your concerns. Perhaps we could shift toward a more active security role, deploying out toward the perimeter of the city, after your raider problem is solved. On the bridges, for instance, and on the borders of the Deadlands.”
“It’s hard to make that call. I’d need to talk to both the Advisory Council and War Council about whether they’d want that sort of long-term commitment. And to be honest, any thought of having the military around all day long . . . I can’t help but feel like it’s asking for trouble.” I look aside at everyone with me. “Colonel Martin? What are your thoughts on this?”
Martin spreads his hands and looks confused for a second. “You know my position, Mr. President. At least, what my typical position is. I’m always in favor of bulking up things for our men and women serving in the militia. I don’t think I’ve ever waivered on that.”
“But?”
He shakes his head. “Our militia members are as dedicated as they come. A lot of them don’t have the fighting experience the soldiers up here at Fort Silence do, but they respect the chain of command and they’ll fight to the death for each other. It helps that a lot of them are just the right kind of crazy to know what kind of risks this job requires and still volunteer to do it.”
“Colonel, I’m waiting for the shoe to drop here. What’s the problem?”
“The problem’s a cultural one, if I’m being honest. You’re bringing in a whole new kind of military force and asking our militia to serve alongside them. Our troops think of things the way you do. They’re fighters with a healthy respect for authority, but they’ll be edgy if they think we’re risking our democracy or way of life and trading that for security. The soldiers here, they’re used to serving under a military junta. If our people start thinking we’re slipping into that kind of dictatorship you mentioned . . .” He shrugs and shakes his head again. “There could be problems in the ranks.”
The whole time he’s been talking, I’ve watched as Tommy’s cheeks have gotten redder and redder, and not from the drinks he had last night. He looks like he’s stewing. The guy’s veins are almost popping out of his temples. “Tommy?” I ask as I motion to him. “You’re my political advisor now. Advise, please. You look like you’ve got something to say about this.”
He looks my way, and there’s a fire in his eyes that I rarely see out of him. “I’m trying to find ways to talk that will respect the general’s position, sir.”
“Please. Feel free to speak.”
Yousef nods. “Silence buys nothing. I want to hear what you have to say.”
He swallows hard as he leans in, looking first at the general and then to me. “I grew up in a place where everything we did was monitored by the authorities. All our meals were given to us, we didn’t have a choice about what kind of work we enjoyed, and we didn’t have a lot of freedom about where we could go. That wasn’t the worst part about all of it though. The worst part was always having somebody watching over your shoulder.” He looks over at General Yousef. “I don’t know how much they told you about where I’m from and what it’s like, but we went through what you’re talking about. Our version of the military, we called it Security, and they were on every floor and watching us around the clock. If we said something the government didn’t like or did something that got them angry, we could be gone by morning. Security would just sweep in and take us. We didn’t have weapons, so we couldn’t fight back. We couldn’t run because the whole place was infested with Creep. Central Freedom might be a lot bigger than where I come from, but if somebody felt like they had to run, they still couldn’t get much farther than the bridges. Not if there was a military checkpoint there.”
Tommy looks over to me. “You wanted my opinion? Yeah, this whole idea makes me nervous. I don’t know what things were like before I got to Central, but I know, growing up, that having the military everywhere wasn’t a good thing. Things were even worse because we never knew who was making the decisions or why people were getting arrested. That’s just a bad combination, giving the military whatever power it wants and making it impossible to understand its decisions. Then, if you even protest, you just become one more person who disappears.”
I nod my head. “I tend to agree. Our ancient ancestors used to ask, ‘Quis custodiet ipsos custodes?’” I look over at General Yousef. “Who watches the watchers? If the military is designed to watch over us and we give them all the power, who will make sure they don’t abuse that power?”
The general’s eyes look down at the table as his hands fold in front of him. “As I said, I am willing to grant the decision-making power away from myself.”
“But they’d still be your men, general. That’s what I’m scared of.”
Tommy interrupts. “Let’s say you’re right. Let’s say that we are able to keep everything under control by sharing the power. Do you know what it’s like to grow up with someone watching over your shoulder all the time? How it feels when there’s somebody with a rifle watching your back? It doesn’t matter how much you tell a kid that everything’s okay in a situation like that. They know better. They know something’s wrong when all they see is the military standing around them. They might get used to it, but that doesn’t mean they feel alright. What we’d be inviting is constant paranoia around Central where every time you walk home, all you see are soldiers in the buildings or tanks on the street. I mean, I wasn’t even one of the people who was affected the most by that type of thing. I didn’t even care about it until I got older.” He rubs his face, looking frustrated as he looks over at Jackie. “You know this better than I do. You were the first person to complain about the way things were run. I mean, you got kidnapped yourself for doing that. Don’t you want to say something about all of this?”
The general’s eyes sharpen on her, and honestly, the whole table looks to this young woman who can lift tanks above her head and cut through solid metal. Men like to believe strength is where the answers lie, but staring at her, I’m reminded that’s not the case. She looks at Tommy, her eyes peering through the eye slits in her helmet, before she finally looks back at the general. For a second, she opens her mouth, like she has something to say, but then she just shakes her head. “No.”
Tommy looks, honestly, completely bewildered. “I thought if anyone was going to say something about this kind of thing . . .”
She shoots a look back at him. “I don’t have anything to say.”
He takes a deep breath before he leans back in his chair, looking away. I know he’s disappointed. Yousef sucks in a heavy breath and waves toward the door. “Let’s walk. Perhaps it would help if I showed you the kind of support I’m offering instead of letting it remain just an image of the mind.”
I take a look at him. “What’s that now?”
“So far, you’ve been asking for our military help without understanding exactly what we would bring to the table. You’ve seen how strong the raiders have grown, but you don’t truly understand how strong we are. Let’s clear that up, shall we?”
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After Jackie didn’t back me on the issue of excessive military power, I’m okay saying that she got me upset. Still, it was pretty cool to go on a tour with the general. Especially when we reached the hangars they had to the rear of the fort.
When we get to the first of the hangars, my mouth drops a little. We’ve got military tech at Central, obviously, but when I walk into the building and see all the vehicles they’ve got lined up in there? The general must see my reaction because he gives me this smile, like he knows what I’m thinking. “And this is only one of many vehicle bays we have in the fort,” he says as he motions to the lines of tanks and personnel transports that are parked from the front to the back of the building. “Lift tanks. Top of the line,” he says as he runs his hand along the body of one. “Old Apeiron vehicles with some slight modifications thanks to Carthaginian tech, they use repulsor technology to stay off the ground, improving their overall mobility.”
Jackie’s staring the entire time, looking the tank over from one end to the other. “How do you know which ones were made by Apeiron and which ones were made by Carthage?”
“Well, as far we understand, Carthage didn’t manufacture any tanks or have any shipped in. They’re too large. Too conspicuous. Whatever battle broke out between Apeiron and Carthage centuries ago, Carthage modified older existing vehicles that they, for lack of better words, ‘acquired’ during their campaign.”
“You mean stole.”
He smiles. “Of course I do. Carthaginian technology is just old government tech, from before Apeiron took over military operations, that was updated and repurposed. Those older vehicles aren’t up to the standards of the equipment Apeiron started producing after it was given the job of securing the city. Entire generations of military leaders from Central spent their lives securing old Apeiron technology and placing it here, at Fort Silence.”
“I guess you found your armored personnel carriers and rocket vehicles the same way?”
“Exactly.”
Her eyes wander past him and toward the walls, where a single line of armored walkers is standing. “What about those? That’s not Apeiron tech. Apeiron used combat armor like what I’ve got.”
“While that’s true, they weren’t able to mass produce it on the scale of the armored walkers, not from what we can tell. Your suit is powerful, but costly, not to mention it requires almost an artisan’s craftsmanship to produce. Yes, Apeiron preferred using fewer units of higher quality to get the job done, but they were also pragmatic about war. The walkers they produced weren’t as powerful or flexible as the suit you’re wearing, but they were strong enough to be effective and produced on a large scale. With their mobility and firepower, and their size, it was walkers that Carthage was concerned about, and they focused on shipping their own into the city. Of course, it had to be done in small quantities over a large span of time to avoid suspicion. If they couldn’t ship them in, they repurposed old government produced armor that their local supporters donated to them.”
“And you know all of this . . . how, exactly?”
“It’s just what we’ve pieced together from the shipping records and communications we’ve found over time. History is a precious commodity in our world.”
“Yeah, that’s pretty much always been how it is.”
“I should point out that the raiders have most of what Carthage shipped in. We preferred to secure the Apeiron technology for the increased durability. I hate to bring it up again, but despite our technological advantage, we don’t have the sheer numbers that the raiders or Central does. We survive by making sure our technology keeps us alive even in the worst conditions, which is why we began using remote piloted suits. We haven’t completed those upgrades though, so we still have many men and women who risk their lives stepping into their power armor to patrol the Deadlands.” He nods away, to the exit of the hangar. “But perhaps we should take a look at the aircraft we’ve found?”
The general leads us out and away to another hangar that’s nearby. The whole time, he’s talking about Fort Silence, their daily routines, the kind of lives they lead, that sort of thing. From what he talks about, it’s like a weird, almost military cult they’ve got going on, at least inside the walls. Not so much in the surrounding city. Inside the walls, everything revolves around contributing to their military efforts. All the science research they do is to build better weapons. Everyone has to do some kind of combat training, just in case the fort ever has to go to war. Nothing he talks about has anything to do with things like art or music, stuff that wouldn’t help their military. I mean, I guess everyone’s free to do whatever they want once they step outside the fort, but everything inside is all about fighting.
I don’t have long to get depressed about that because soon we’re walking into a second hangar, and this one . . . Well, it’s completely different from anything I’ve seen in Central. The first thing I notice are the Vertwings that are lined up. We’ve got plenty of those back home, but those aren’t what really get my attention. It’s the second row of aircraft, these long-nosed vehicles with thrusters strapped to the back, guns mounted on the sides and missiles loaded under the wings. “What . . .” I shake my head as I walk up to one. “What am I looking at?”
General Yousef grins as he walks up beside me. “Impressed?”
“Maybe I will be once you tell me what these are.”
“These are Talons, aircraft fighters produced just before the Creep infestation of the city became complete. Apeiron technology,” he says, turning to look at Jackie, like he wants to prove something. “Built to exceed the speed of sound and deliver unsurpassed attack power in the air while also delivering crushing bombing capabilities.”
I can barely breath hearing it. “That sounds . . . tough. And amazing.”
Jackie takes a step up. “Yeah, it sounds pretty powerful. So why aren’t you using them? The raiders aren’t afraid of using Suiciders.”
Yousef shrugs. “Suiciders don’t attract the Creep the way these vehicles do. All Apeiron technology runs on the same core power source. Of course, you know this.”
“The energy released from Pocket Space.”
“Correct. However, while that made for powerful weapons in battles against other humans centuries ago, it’s now become a double-edged sword.”
“You can produce amazing war machines but using too many of them can attract the Creep.”
“You are, as always, a sharp mind. One or two of these in the air won’t draw much attention. Any more than that, and . . .”
She sucks in hard and nods. “You get attacked.”
“Have you ever seen them?” he asks her, his eyes flicking up to the roof. “The flying ones.”
“Where I’m from, we didn’t have any of those, but I have seen them.”
“They are quite rare these days, but terrifying.” His hands motion around his stomach. “They produce an acid, in their gut, that they spit during their attacks. It dissolves straight through metal. You don’t want to see what it looks like when a pilot has been hit.”
She looks away uncomfortably. “I . . . I guess I don’t.”
“Besides the acid, they also project blade like darts from along their jaws. The darts are like incredibly hard bone that punches completely through the armor of our Talons. We’ve categorized many Creeper types. The light flying kind, we’ve taken to calling Rocs.”
“You’d have the advantage though. You’re telling me these Rocs can stand up to all the guns and missiles you’ve got loaded on these things?”
“It’s true that any single Talon is faster and stronger than a flying Creeper. I’d guess that one Talon is even more than a match for a dozen of them. That’s not the strength of creatures created by the Creep though, now is it? An injured Creeper can heal rapidly and return to the fight. The Creep itself can produce hundreds and hundreds of beasts. Thousands, even. The Creep doesn’t need to produce creatures that are individually stronger than our war machines. All it has to do is create, and create, until it has a swarm of monsters it can throw into the fight. Then, it’s only a matter of time before the Creep is on the rampage, growing and expanding. We avoid using masses of machines for just this reason, at least in the air. Ground vehicles draw on only a small part of the energy released from Pocket Space, and they attract much less attention, especially if we use traditional vehicles fueled by gasoline.”
“So, all this firepower, but you’ll never get to use it.”
There’s a moment after she says it when the general has a gleam in his eye. I almost think he was waiting for someone to ask that kind of question. “We do use it, just strategically. And soon, it may just be possible for us to use all of this without fear of the Creep. We do have a plan.”
“A plan?”
“Yes. Perhaps it’s time we ended our walking tour. Let’s go for a drive.”




Personal Recording of the President, Gabriel Branagh 15
Driving away from Fort Silence and toward the coast, I can’t help but feel just a little bit paranoid. Even with all the tanks lining the streets, we’re still outside the walls of the fort and going to who the hell knows where. The entire 30 minutes of the ride, Yousef’s dodging every question I throw at him, but grinning at me like he thinks I’ll be happy once we get wherever it is we’re going.
“You’ll be happy with the surprise, Mr. President,” he tells me as we zip down the road, passing through rows of towers that are getting smaller and smaller, until the buildings fall away completely and all that’s left to see are a few buildings huddling along the water’s edge.
“What the hell am I looking at, Yousef?”
“The future of military power in our world,” he says with a smile.
“Well, thanks a lot for the clarification.”
“Oh, Gabriel, it’s not so difficult to understand. You study ancient history, as do I. We’ve talked about this.”
“Right, and so what about that?”
“Tell me, for centuries, how did mankind dominate the world? What drove his ability to master the globe with his military might?”
“What? You’re talking about ships. Naval ships.”
“Correct. For a time, naval carriers took troops around the world and delivered aircraft to conflicts across the globe. Sea power was necessary for any country to exert military dominance, at least for a time. Or, at least until the discovery of Pocket Space.”
Tommy leans in. “I don’t get it. Why would Pocket Space change that? Wouldn’t that just let militaries make even more powerful ships?”
“Which is exactly what they did, until they discovered a better way to cross the globe than sailing.”
“A better way?”
Yousef smiles. “Watch.”
Our vehicle pulls to a stop overlooking the waters. From here, it’s obvious that the buildings along the water’s edge form a small military outpost. It’s already late in the day, so the skies are getting darker, but there’s still enough light that we can clearly see the murky ocean in front of us. “I hope this surprise is worth it.”
“It is, Mr. President,” he says as we’re all unloading out of the vehicle. “It is.” He taps at the small earpiece around his ear. “General Yousef to Coastline Command. Are you hearing this?” We can’t hear whatever’s being said through his earpiece, but he nods a few times, smiling the whole way like a kid who just got candy. “Good. Good. We are in position. Please, message Commander Petrovic. Tell him to raise the Dynamis.”
For a second, we’re all just left standing there. Colonel Martin’s got his arms crossed, and Tommy looks confused. It’s a little ominous, but Doctor Watson’s just staring, his hands tucked into his lab coat with his lips locked tight. Before she ever got to Central, Jackie obviously saw more military combat than she’s talked about, so not much has caught her interest on the tour. Still, as we form a small crowd on a hill that slides down to the beach, she’s staring like a hawk down at the ocean’s surface. Then, that’s when we all see it, a light shining up out of the dark waters. At first, it’s a faint glowing that starts to shimmer along the surface, but soon that glow is expanding, like we’re staring at rows of lights shining from some underwater city. The waters are churning, bubbling and parting while the lights grow brighter and brighter, until they’re burning against the surface and the waters are sliding away.
And then the top of something starts to push through the waters, rising up out of the ocean like some incredible beast from out of legend. It’s huge, easily the length of multiple buildings if they were lined up one after the other. Its long forward nose is rounded, but there are blocky sections all along its huge body. Protruding sections on both sides of it look like they could hold smaller vehicles, while the entire outer body is covered in gun batteries. End to end . . .  I’ll be damned if it doesn’t look like it’s the size of a few buildings itself. As it lifts higher out of the water, there’s a second when all of us expect it to stop, to pause once it’s lifted to the surface, but it doesn’t.
Instead, it continues to rise and rise, like nothing is going to stop it. Nothing does. This massive ship keeps lifting skyward, ocean waters sliding off of its frame as it begins to rise into the air, looming above us as its moves higher and higher. Massive lights explode from underneath its body, scanning the grounds and turning toward us as the entirety of the ship begins to slowly turn, its nose dragging across the sky until it’s passing over us and casting a shadow deep onto the street behind us. For a second, I almost can’t believe what I’m seeing, and when it lets out this deep, bellowing horn sound that feels like it’s shaking the ground beneath us, I can’t help but take a step back.
Yousef smiles. “The golden horn. The sound of victory from the skies.”
The entire time, Jackie’s standing there, her fists clenched as she’s staring upward. The winds swirling along the ground beat at her, her helmet dissolving in the face of this windstorm to let her hair free in the gale. Yousef takes a step beside her, watching as she stares into the lights beaming down on us, and smiles at her. “You aren’t afraid?”
“I stopped being afraid a long time ago.”
“As did I. I took my fears and used them in the only way worth using them. To save humanity. You understand, don’t you?”
She takes a second before she looks back at him. “I understand.”
Their eyes stay connected to each other a second longer before he turns towards us, his arms gesturing to the massive ship that’s staring down on us from the skies, Yousef’s silhouette burning against the lights swelling behind him. “You see, now, the weapon that will deliver us our freedom. The Dynamis, an example of Apeiron’s technology at the peak of its power. A weapon, Mr. President, that will deliver peace for you people that ‘shall stand as firm as rocky mountains.’”




Tommy’s Recording 23
For the second night in a row, we’re sitting at dinner with General Yousef, who’s been looking pretty happy with himself since we got back. He raises a glass in a toast to us. “To a second night of merriment.”
The president raises a glass but looks like he’s struggling a little as he takes a drink. “It’s impressive, Yousef. Damn impressive.”
Jackie looks down the table to the general. “Why haven’t you used it.”
Yousef smiles but looks confused as he stares back at her. “Excuse me?”
“You’ve got a ship two thousand feet long with more firepower on its hull than half of Central Freedom has across the entire island. I know you said you didn’t send out your Talons because the Creep would respond to them, but that ship you’ve got out there’s on a completely different level. There’s got to be a good reason you haven’t gone out there to deal with the Creep yet.” She takes a deep breath as she looks at him. “Like the president said . . . it’s impressive. It’s still not enough thought, is it? You think it could be your answer to the Creep, but you don’t know how to use it safely yet.”
General Yousef pauses as he looks back to her. “The Dynamis is incredibly powerful, easily able to deal with overwhelming forces. Even she is not infinite, though.”
“Not like the Creep.”
“Not like the Creep,” he echoes her. “The truth is we have used it. We’ve sent her into the Deadlands and wiped out hundreds  . . . thousands . . . of Creepers. Taking her against the source of the infestation though . . . “
The president looks over at him. “The source? Then you also know what’s controlling the Creep in this part of the country.”
The general’s about to answer when Jackie interrupts. “No, he doesn’t. He’s not talking about that kind of source.”
Yousef turns to her with a smile. “We also lack the scientists with the background in Creep research to fully understand our enemy.”
“The president knows what’s controlling the Creep around the Deadlands. Sort of.”
“Does he?”
Branagh raises his glass. “Like she said. Sort of. The Northwest Creep Colony.”
Jackie starts explaining. “The Creep might all be connected, and maybe it does have some kind of central mind . . . I don’t think we’ve figured that part out yet. What I know for sure’s that it needs these centers of control, like nerve clusters. When you kill one of those centers, a lot of the surrounding Creep starts to die out. That includes the Creep’s ability to spawn new creatures.”
Yousef’s smile fades a little. “How do you know all this?”
“Because I’ve killed one of those centers.” She looks my way. “Judge.”
When she says his name, it puts a chill down my spine. “Right. Him.”
Yousef gives her this weird look, because he’s obviously never heard the name before. “What is Judge?”
She looks back at the general. “Who is Judge, you mean. Judge is . . . was, a pretty powerfully infected person. He could control the Creep and use it to fight, and besides having lived for hundreds of years, you could put a thousand bullets inside of him and still not kill him.”
“But you beat him?”
“Yeah.”
“You say it so casually, as if it were routine.”
“Well, I can swear it wasn’t. I just try not to think about it anymore.”
“Fair enough. In your case though, it seems Judge was a single person and not a colony?”
“Besides the fact that he was connected to an undead network of human minds that were trapped in the Creep? Sure.”
“Yes, well, in our case, we’ve tracked the most intense source of Creep west of here. Any attempts to move our troops that way in large numbers brings the Creep down on our forces.”
The president nods as he takes another drink. “And that’s what I’m talking about. The Northwest Creep Colony. A single Creep infestation dozens of city blocks wide with the ability to create thousands of Creepers at a moment’s notice.”
“Well, this colony prevents us from launching any large scale operations that use Pocket Space for an energy source. We can only move our forces so far before the Creep starts responding. And when it does . . .”
“Death.”
He nods. “The Creep never betrays its reputation. In our defense, the Dynamis has given us an edge that we’ve never had before. We’ve killed thousands of its spawn and lived to tell the tale.”
The president leans in. “And like you said, you’re still not sure if that ship could take out the source of Creep around here.”
“I didn’t want to simply fly it blindly into the Deadlands, coming under attack for miles before we stumbled onto the source.” He stops and shakes his head. “But Gabriel, you and I both know even if I created the greatest planned assault in history and hit that colony with all the fury at my disposal, the problem isn’t hurting Creep. The problem is making sure it stays dead. We all know how quickly it repairs itself and heals.”
“True.”
“But you have the same idea I have. Destroy it at its heart and you make it easy to clean up all the Creep around it.”
“So, then the question really is, how do we kill it in a way that makes sure it stays down for good?”
“A question we haven’t been able to solve on our own. With the help of your good doctor though,” he says as he glances down at Doc Watson. The older man seems to only slowly become aware that he’s being stared at, and it takes him a second before he startles back to reality.
“Oh, I’m . . . I’m sorry. What is the question?”
“The question is whether you would be able to help us come up with a way that guaranteed the Creep stayed dead.”
“I see.” He looks away for a second, his eyes searching the roof like the answers are written there. “Perhaps. Did you have something particular in mind?”
“Central Freedom and Fort Silence can both manipulate Pocket Space and use those to repel the Creep. We can even make the Creep wither up.”
“Ah, yes. The repulsion poles. You believe they could be adjusted to kill the Creep on a large scale. Weaponized, as it were.”
“That was my thought.”
“Perhaps.” His fingers dance on his chin as he’s thinking about the problem. “I had just such an idea years ago, but the problem was that the Creep regenerates so rapidly. Killing off even a large area with a sort of . . . energy bomb, for lack of better words, would still leave them with their regenerative capabilities intact once the energy field wore off. However, if you detonated such a device at a critical point in the Creep’s biology . . . in one of these nerve centers . . .”
“Do you think it would work?”
“In theory. The larger problem may be simply getting the bomb into the nerve center. It would have to be deployed in the very core of the monstrosity.”
“Well, we can’t begin thinking about that before we’ve even created this ‘bomb.’ If you helped us create it, I’m sure we could find a way to deliver it.” He looks at the president. “If you were willing to share the technology and information with us, of course.”
Branagh frowns as he stares back at Yousef. “So, now we’re going from you deploying your men throughout Central Freedom to wanting us to share critical information about the enemy?”
“For the sake of all our survival? Yes. Without question, yes.”
He shakes his head as he looks away. “Again, you know I can’t make that call on my own. I’m going to need to debate this with the Advisory Council and the War Council. And I’m not even entirely sold about whether I should go along with your military plan. Like Tommy said earlier today, it doesn’t take much to start heading down a dangerous road with all this.”
The general tries to hide his disappointment, but it’s obvious. “Well, after all I’ve said and shown you, I don’t believe words will do any more good. However, I do hope you can see why this alliance is important. Together, we could do great things. The survival of humanity depends on it. But I can only say that so many times in one night.”




Jackie’s Recording 03
Tonight probably could have gone better. I don’t know. Maybe . . . maybe I don’t know what I’m doing.
Maybe I messed up.
It’s about six at night when I hear the ringer from my door. At that point, I haven’t seen anyone all day. I’ve basically just been cooped up in my room while all the real military guys argue with each other about what to do next. Tommy was supposed to sit in on a call with the president and Colonel Martin while they argued with the War Council about General Yousef’s offer.
That didn’t leave me with much to do except sit around. I guess I could’ve gone to see the doc, but I’m not exactly friends with him. I didn’t wander out there in the Deadlands with him like Tommy and the rest of them did. And, honestly, he’s just a little bit nutters. So, I stuck to myself. I wasn’t expecting any company, so I’m more than surprised when I hear the door chime singing through the room. It’s even weirder when I see who’s waiting for me.
“General Yousef,” I tell him when the door opens.
He flashes that smile at me, white teeth shining under golden brown skin. “I’m not going to call you Dark Angel whenever you’re not on official business, and so I don’t think there’s any reason to call me by my title, either. Yousef is fine.”
“Alright, Yousef.” He stands there looking at me for a second, almost until it’s awkward. “Is something wrong?”
“It’s strange to see you without your armor on. You’re obviously in top physical condition without it, but when you’re not wearing it, you’re not as naturally intimidating.”
“It’s the glowing red eyes, isn’t it? They tend to chase away all the boys from the yard.”
“Well, a good thing I’m no boy, then.”
“True.”
“You’re also almost a foot smaller.”
“Creep biology. I get bigger to fit the suit.”
“Amazing.”
It’s all he says, and again, there’s this awkward second where nothing gets said. “Did you need me for something, or . . . ?”
“No, that would be the wrong way to put it. I noticed you hadn’t been out of your room all day.”
“Keeping tabs on me so you can make sure I don’t go spying on you or tearing up your armory?”
“Not at all. Just a bit worried about you.”
“Worried?”
He smiles, but it’s weird. It’s not a happy one. “How much have you heard about me?”
“Oh, I don’t know. I heard you and your dad are control freaks and borderline monsters who want to take over everything from here to Central Freedom. You know. Basic warlord stuff.”
“And you believe that?”
“The truth’s normally a little more complicated than what you hear.”
“I’m glad you think so.” He pauses for a second before he starts up again. “Would you be willing to come out with me? To see Fort Silence. To talk.”
“Is there a specific reason you’re asking?”
“Because I believe that you’re carrying something. A burden. It’s something that few people around you understand, but I might be able to, because I have to lead people just like you. I’m not blind to what the Creep has done and can do, and just like you, I’m the one who carries the burden when people die. I think I can help you shoulder that responsibility.”
“Oh, great, because for a minute there, I thought you wanted hang out with me because of my sparkling personality.”
He smiles. “I wouldn’t mind company after a long day, either.”
“Fair enough.” I shrug as I step outside and close the door behind me. “I’m assuming I don’t have to worry about locking my door.”
“Not unless you’re keeping your armored suit in there.”
“No, it’s in a limbo between realities at the moment.”
“Is that what you’ve decided Pocket Space is?”
“I’ll let you know when I update my definition of what it is.”
That gets a laugh out of him as he leads the way out of the diplomatic wing of the fort. “I thought we could get a drink.”
“You do a lot of that here.”
“It tends to be a habit when life is punishingly short. I wouldn’t deny the men their access to it. As for me, I only drink this much on special occasions.”
“Which is obviously a reference to me being here.”
“I was thinking more about the potential alliance between Central Freedom and Fort Silence.”
I snap my fingers. “Darn. I knew there was something else to it.”
“Unfortunately, yes. Now, that drink? We don’t have to if you don’t want to.”
“No, I want to. First time in my life I’ve ever had that stuff.”
“Too much of it can be unhealthy for you.”
“You’re telling that to someone who just had a piece of steel ripped out of her stomach a week ago after surviving a few hundred bullet rounds through the back.”
“Touché. I have to remember that your Creep enhanced biology means you don’t have to worry about injuries the way the rest of us do.”
“It sounds great and all, but it does have an . . .” I heave out, like I’m trying to force something out of my chest. “It can be hard feeling normal, I guess.”
“I’m not just like you, but I understand a little about what you’re talking about. To feel different from everyone around you,” he tells me as he raises his gloved right hand. “The golden fist. When I first had it put in place, I felt like a . . . like a freak, as you put it. An outsider. I could tell people were staring at me, thinking I was different. That I was somehow not quite human.”
“How did you get over that?”
“I don’t know that I ever did. Not completely. The loss of my arm was tied to my sister.”
“Ishara.”
“Yes. My beloved.”
“Did you . . . “ I hate asking. “Did you want to talk about it? About her?”
He takes a deep breath as he continues leading the way. “Once I’ve had that first drink.”
It doesn’t take us long to get where we’re going. I actually have no idea where he’s taking me until we get there. He wasn’t kidding about being fine with letting his people drink. Once we get past the officers’ quarters, we end up stepping into this long room that’s packed full of people. There’re men and women there, most of them stripped down to tank tops and loose pants, and all of them are standing around with glasses in their hands. In the center of it all’s a rectangular bar that runs down half of the room, with a couple of guys inside who’re taking orders and pushing glasses out to their guests. All around us, I can hear music pumping out of speakers, with some people moving to the beat. Then, through all of it, Yousef leads the way to a corner of the bar. Nobody seems to pay too much attention to him as he walks inside, although they do clear a path for him as he takes me to a chair. A second later, he’s got drinks in his hands.
He extends one to me with a smile. “To good times.”
“To good times,” I agree. “Even if they’re rare.”
“Especially since they’re rare,” he says as he takes a seat next to me. “What do you think?”
“Of this place? It’s pretty dingy.”
“Is that good or bad?”
“It’s great,” I tell him while I’m taking a drink. “It just feels . . . alive, I guess.”
“Yes. This place has always been that way. It’s always been a place where, no matter your rank, you can come and enjoy yourself. Talk to people. No saluting, no paying attention to stature. Everyone here is an equal.”
“I guess that’s why they parted a road for you to get to the bar once we got here.”
He chuckles. “Obviously, we can’t leave everything behind at the door. They still know who I am. They still respect me. At least here, they know I’m not going to come down on them about their behavior and how they talk. Everyone needs a place to let it all go.”
“Maybe.”
“Where is that place for you? Where do you go when you need to put away the Angel? When you just need to be Jackie Coleman and stop carrying all your duties on your shoulders.”
When he asks, I kind of just . . . Well, I take a big drink first and try to think of something. “I have this place where I go. It’s not like this. It’s more of an armory, I guess. I can sleep or restock on weapons and fuel.”
“So, it’s another military location for you. What I’m asking is, where do you go to stop training? To stop worrying?”
I take another long drink. “I guess I really don’t have that.”
“That’s what I thought.”
“Why?”
“Because, when you take your helmet off, you have the look of a person who’s carrying the weight of the world on her shoulders. You might not get tired the same way the rest of us do, but your eyes still look exhausted.”
“Thanks for the flattery.”
He laughs. “I’m just trying to say that you need to stop worrying about saving everyone all the time.”
“It’s just, it’s a little easier to say that than do that, you know? It’s not exactly like there are a lot of people like me running around the world. I have responsibilities.”
“And I don’t? I may not have your powers, but I have command of a military force I’ve committed to destroying the Creep. I feel the same urge to right the world, but I still realize there comes a time when I need to put my responsibilities aside. There are times when I need to rest.”
There’s a long moment after he stops talking when I just sit on his words. It takes me a second before I say anything. “We’ve kind of danced around talking about the people we’ve lost. I’m not going to confess my life story here or anything, but part of the reason I’m always so worked up about doing something is because . . .” I can feel my chest tightening up as I’m talking about it. “The minute I take a break, someone else is going to be at risk. I just can’t let anyone else die.”
“That’s an impossible standard in war.”
“Yeah, I know. Ergo the nights spent in angsty contemplation.”
“I’m sure you’ve lost someone you truly did care for.” He takes a sip from his glass. “I did say I would tell you about Ishara.”
“You loved her.”
His eyes glaze over, like he’s staring into the past. “I did. And then she died.”
“You don’t have to talk about it . . .”
“One thing I hope you take away from tonight is that talking about these things can be healthy, even if it’s difficult. Besides, for me, her death was years ago. It sounds like your loss was more recent.”
“It was.”
“For me, Ishara has been gone several years now, ever since a mission into the Deadlands went wrong. Like I told you, my father raised Ishara and I to both be leaders. We were both destined to take his place if necessary. When he died, she stepped aside to ensure the fort continued to run smoothly. The truth is, she was as great a fighter as any of us. When we were younger, before biology ran its course and I became stronger, in terms of pure strength, I always remember her outwrestling me. Even after I became bigger and stronger than her, she was still faster and more agile. Perhaps she couldn’t beat me in a battle of pure strength, but she was always able to find ways to win. She was smart, a quick thinker, and that made her a vicious opponent in a fight. There were more than a few times I remember her choking me out during a wrestling match. I suppose there’s no feeling like having your own sister forcing you to go unconscious.”
“Geez. I’ve known brothers and sisters who fight, but . . .”
“Yes,” he says with a smile. “Our fights were on the extreme end.”
“That’s kind of an understatement.”
“I gave up my arm for her,” he continues. “We were ambushed out there, in the wild, during a trip through the Deadlands. There was nothing that could have predicted the Creep that attacked us that day. During it, she saved me, but I also saved her. I needed to sacrifice my arm to do it, however.”
“I know what it’s like to have the Creep just come out of nowhere. And, I get what you mean about making sacrifices. I knew a lot of people who got hurt or injured in the Creep.”
“Yes, well, this assault killed almost everyone on that trip besides my sister and I. We got trapped in the worst of it, surrounded by the infestation and fighting desperately to survive.”
“I’m surprised she didn’t die.”
“She might have, if I hadn’t jumped in to help her. You know, in that moment, I had no hesitation. I leaped after her without a second thought.”
“You really did love her.”
“Yes, I did.”
“So, how’d they get your arm?”
“When you’re faced with a creature whose teeth are as long as a man’s arm, it’s not too hard to imagine how that might have happened.”
“Holy hell. Are you telling me they bit right through it?”
He chuckles. “One came at me from the side, and I raised my hand to defend myself. Its teeth actually scraped down from my wrist to just below the elbow before it bit down.”
I’ve seen a lot of stuff in my time, but still, hearing that description makes my stomach roll, and I actually cover my mouth for a second. “That’s pretty gross, Yousef. Not that saving your sister wasn’t noble, but that’s a pretty vicious way to lose an arm.”
“I guarantee it felt far worse than it sounds.”
“I bet. But you guys had the technology to give you a new arm?”
“Since the day Fort Silence separated from Central Freedom, my father had been experimenting in ways to enhance our soldiers. He was quite the genius, something few people from Central realize or remember. They remember the warlord, but I remember the scientist. He’d been researching robotic limbs for some time. That’s how my father saved our lives. We both had enhancements made to our bodies to give us a fighting chance in the future. My robotic legs, for instance.”
I stare down at his thighs for a second. “So, you’re telling me if you rolled up your pants . . .?”
“No. My legs look like they would if I’d never had the surgery. We’ve made significant advancements in cybernetic enhancements here in Fort Silence.”
“Then why do you have a golden arm?”
He grins at me. “It’s a symbol. Symbols mean something. They’re powerful.” Yousef flexis his fingers, light reflecting off the metal surface as he closes his hand. “The sign of the golden fist. Everyone who sees it knows what it represents, what sort of might that Fort Silence can bring down. I suppose, in that way, it’s a bit of vanity. It’s also me trying to own what happened to me, to say that, even if I did lose my arm, the Creep has not defeated me. It has only made me stronger.”
“Funny. I can pretty much say the same thing about what I went through and the changes that happened.”
“The files sent over by Central Freedom were light on those details.”
“Well, because I’m not technically a member of Central Freedom, even if I’m giving them some help right now. They don’t really know about what happened to me. I guess the short story about it’s that I had my body beaten, had my ribs broken, suffered traumatic organ failure, and had a couple of Creep tendrils drilled through my torso right before I ended up biting the big one.”
Yousef starts to laugh for a second before he sees I’m not joining in with him. “Wait. You’re serious?”
“Pretty much.”
“You’re telling me you died?”
“Yeah.”
“Then how are you sitting here?”
“Same way anything with the Creep in them stays alive. My body tolerates the infestation in a way that almost nobody else does. You could call me a special case, I guess.”
“I see.”
He’s staring at me like I’m weird, and it starts to make me feel self-conscious. I brush some hair out of my face before taking another drink from my glass. “Look, I don’t exactly go around telling everyone that I’m . . . you know. Infected. Please don’t make me feel weird about this.”
“No, of course not,” he says as he takes his own drink. “My apologies. It’s just such an incredible story.”
“Again, not one I just go around telling. I prefer for people to just think I’m normal Jackie without them worrying I’m some sort of monster.”
“If you don’t normally tell people, then why tell me?”
It’s a good question, probably one I should think about more before I answer. “I don’t know? Maybe because it sounds like you kind of understand what it’s like to lose someone to the Creep. To be a little different from everyone around you. You even get what it’s like to have to lead, which most people I meet just don’t understand. Even Tommy and the rest . . . they get what it’s like to lead their small groups, when in my head, I’m thinking about how to save an entire city. Branagh’s the only other person who really gets it.”
“It’s a very unique burden to have to carry that much weight on your shoulders.”
“Yeah, it is.”
He nods. “Thank you for sharing, Jackie. I promise, I won’t betray that trust.”
“Good, because . . . because I think I’ve had enough betrayal in my life to this point. From the time I left home to my time in the Deadlands, it’s just really hard to find anyone I can believe in anymore.”
“So, you believe in me now?”
I shake my head, but I do smile. “I wouldn’t say we’re there yet.”
“I’ll try to give you even further reason to trust me.”
It’s right about then that I see something going on at the back of the bar. Suddenly, there’s a big crowd gathering together, and I stretch my neck trying to find out what’s going on. “Are we missing something?”
“Just the troops getting out their frustrations in a . . . recreational way, shall we say.”
“Recreational? You mean they’re fighting.”
“Yes. They like to get together in some friendly competition. Sometimes people place bets.”
“What do they bet?”
“Just like Central, we do have a money system here at Fort Silence. The troops use them mostly to buy books or entertainment, the kind of things that are hard to find in the world. The kind of things we can’t make here too easily. For all of our military innovations, we’re not exactly producing movies and entertainment for the troops When we do stumble on movies from the Old World, they get a lot of demand. The troops love to buy them.”
“So your guys fight and whoever wins get credits, too?”
“Exactly.” He grins, and it looks like he wants trouble. “Did you want to try your hand in the ring? No suit, just you and your fighting training.”
“I promise you, I won’t need the suit to defend myself.”
“I believe it. Maybe that’s why I want to see you in action.”
“Oh, you just want me to show off.”
“That could be it.”
I look at the glass in front of me before rolling my head toward him. “But I’ve been drinking. I can definitely feel it.”
“That just might make it more entertaining.”
“I really doubt it.”
“Alright then. Another suggestion, one to really make things interesting. Wear the suit.”
“I can’t. I’ll kill anyone I fight while wearing that thing.”
“Not if you fight me.”
That gets a rise out of me. I can actually feel my eyebrow cock hard as I look at him. “What do you mean?”
“I told you, my sister and I had certain . . . experiments, done.”
“You think you can handle a punch from a girl who can lift a tank above her head?”
“Do you think you can handle a punch from a hand with the power to break through the side of a tank?”
“You really want this?” I smirk his way as I wipe my mouth and set my glass on the counter. “Alright. Let’s do it.”
He’s laughing as he guides me through the crowd and toward the back, where there’s just a big, vacant space and people watching fights from along the walls. Yousef gestures around the room. “This is a free for all. Any martial art form you can bring. The only rules are not to hit below the belt and don’t grab for the eyes. If a man taps out, you win.” The second he finishes, he practically pushes me along with him into the center of the room. We’re barely a second inside when the crowd dies down a little, maybe because they recognize him. Yousef waves to everyone before motioning over to me. “I’ve brought a new fighter for the ring! Jackie Coleman!”
When he says it, everyone starts cheering and clapping. At first, they don’t really recognize me, not until my suit materializes around me and leaves me standing seven feet tall in battle armor. The second the armor’s on, the room bursts into cheers. Now that they know who I am, they’re excited. I don’t wave or anything. I hate that sort of attention. Still, it’s kind of nice to see so many people excited about who I am. Yousef keeps talking, pointing to himself. “Today, you get to see your own general in action,” he says to a thundering round of applause. “The Dark Angel versus the Golden Jackal. Start placing your bets.”
It’s impossible not to see everyone passing around small metal chips, which I guess is the money that Yousef talked about. As they’re doing it, I notice Yousef reaching for the edges of his shirt and starting to pull upward. He’s not looking at me, but I get a pretty good view of him up front. The guy’s jacked, like he must spend a few hours in the weight room every day. I’ll admit . . . it’s not a bad look. I also get a good look at his arm, though, attached right below the elbow. It looks like such a weird attachment to have, glistening in gold and looking odd against his tanned body. It’s when he turns around though . . . I’m not sure what I’m expecting, but I catch sight of something implanted between his shoulders and running halfway down his spine. Just like his arm, it glows gold, except it’s actually glowing. That same sort energy bleed you see flowing out of Pocket Space, except it’s like a golden aura coming off of his back.
Yousef turns around and starts bouncing on his feet, like I’ve seen a lot of boxers do as they’re trying to get limber. He looks my way with his hands raised. “Getting cold feet?”
“Just waiting to see if you’re going to do anything else except dance like you’re at a party.”
“Oh, I can do more,” he spits before he throws back his fist in a punch that’s precise, just slow. My head slides out of the way and my fist comes up, smacking him right across the face. I pull my punches for the same reason I pull my punches with all people, since if I don’t, I’ll knock their heads clean off. Except, when I hit Yousef, he eats the punch like it doesn’t hurt. Before I know it, he drops low and brings an uppercut right for my face.
I dodge that one too, sliding back and out of reach, but then he rotates into a spinning backhand that clocks me right across the jaw. His golden fist hits with as much force as a rocket, and actually feel blood fill my mouth for a second before my body heals it up. I rub at my jaw and smile as I look back at him. “I like boys who surprise me.”
“And I like girls who are more talk than action, if you get my intention.”
I laugh as I propel off my feet. At this point, I realize he’s bringing a lot more to the fight than the average person, so I don’t hold back. I’m at him before he can react, my first punch plowing him across the jaw before my second comes up into his stomach. He goes keeling over before I bring my elbow down across the back of his head, sending him to the ground. Yousef hits the floor, his hands sprawling out to keep him from slamming onto the concrete. I smile as he’s struggling to get up. “I’ll be honest, you did better than I thought you would.”
He smiles as he looks up at me, and for the first time, I notice a golden glow in his eye, like a light circling his pupil. “If you don’t finish me off,” he says as he struggles back onto his feet, “Then you’ll never lay another hand on me again.”
“What?”
“I’ve analyzed you,” he says as he starts bouncing on his feet. “If you don’t finish me, quickly, you’ll find it very hard to ever hit me again. It won’t matter how fast you move.”
I cock my head at him as I’m trying to figure out what he’s saying, but then he’s charging me. He draws his fist back, almost in a wild punch, and I bring my fist up to respond. One second, I’ve clearly got a cross punch aimed for his face, and the next, he’s spinning to his side. His golden hand plants on the pavement and he turns into a spin, his whole body swinging low to the floor and catching me at the knees. Before I know it, I’m rolling along the ground, propelling back onto my legs just in time to see him charging me again. My instincts kick in and I start punching at full speed, just all out throwing a dozen punches a second, but Yousef spots every strike and manages to swing out of the way. He gets beneath my last punch and brings his fist up into my torso, the air knocking out of me as I feel the metal plates in my armor bend up into my diaphragm. It’s enough to send me falling forward, but I manage to return the favor, planting my hands on the ground and spinning my legs upward, my feet clocking him across the face before I spin back into a fighting position.
Then it’s the two of us, staring each other down for one long second before we launch at each other. He slides away from my punch then turns away from a knee that I aim at his stomach. I rotate into a backhand that he slides under, moving faster than literally anyone I’ve fought since Judge. He slides under my arms and to my back, wrapping his arms around my waist and twisting me toward the ground, our bodies slamming to the floor and my chin bouncing off the pavement. I manage to twist onto my back, but I’m trapped beneath his legs, and he’s got me pinned. When I try and throw a punch at him, his gold hand locks around it before his free hand crosses down to latch around my neck. It’s when his fingers start clamping down on my throat, pressing into the metal of my armor, that I really understand that it’s not just his golden hand that’s robotic. Even his other arm’s been enhanced. I underestimated him, completely.
My vision’s starting to get a little blurry before I smile at him. “Alright, you win, you win,” I gasp, and as soon as I do, his hands let up. The minute his fingers are off my throat, the self-repairing metal in my suit starts readjusting around my neck, letting me breath again. As soon as it does, I start laughing, even as I’m listening to the crowds around us chanting for their general.
Yousef, who still hasn’t moved, looks down from on top of me with a smile of his own. “What’s so funny?”
I’m literally grinning uncontrollably at this point. “I feel alive.”
“Why?”
“Nobody’s beaten me in a fair fight like this in a long time. I didn’t take you seriously.”
“I know. I did warn you though.”
I’m heaving, taking in a long, deep breath as this weird euphoria washes over me. “That felt so good. Like I wasn’t the only freakshow in town.”
“Come on,” he says as he rolls off and gets back to his feet. His hand reaches down toward me, and I grab it. I’m back on my feet in a second, and he’s already gesturing back to the bar. “Let’s take a break.”
We push through the crowd and back to our seats. My armor fades out of existence before I swing onto my bar stool, my chest still rising and falling as I grab for the glass that’s already waiting for me. “How did you do that?”
“A series of interconnected enhancements powered by the Advanced Reaction Core system,” he says as he slides his shirt back on. “The device you saw on my back.”
“Yeah, what’s up with that?”
“I have an ocular implant that reads the speed and movements of my opponents. In my brain, I have an implant that relays that data to the device in my back. The engine itself. The engine is powered by a Pocket Space generator, and my neural network is enhanced with a series of nanite connections that allow my robotic limbs to move at speeds much faster than a normal human.”
“But how did you take my punches? I can normally decapitate a person when I’m not holding back.”
“Your suit deflects a certain amount of kinetic energy away into Pocket Space. That’s why it’s so resistant to damage. The ARC system does the same thing for me, turning your normally lethal punches into merely powerful ones that, I’ll admit, hurt like hell. I may be fast and strong, but I don’t have your ability to miraculously recover. I’ll be feeling the effects of this fight for a long time.”
“Toward the end there, it didn’t feel like I could hit you at all.”
“That’s exactly what the ARC system is supposed to accomplish. I can’t take hits like you, so I need to avoid them.”
I smile as I finish off my drink. “That felt really good. I haven’t gotten that excited for a fight in forever.”
He smiles back. “I feel the same way, if that’s any help.”
“Yeah, it’s nice to feel like someone else understands where you’re coming from,” I tell him as I wipe at my forehead. “Wow. Fighting might not get me that tired, but I still sweat up a storm.”
“I saw that. Why don’t you come back to my quarters? You can shower and I can have some fresh clothes brought up while we have that bodysuit of yours cleaned.”
It’s a weird question to ask, and I know that. I’m not stupid . . . but I’m also having fun. So, I look back at him and just shrug. “Sure. Lead the way.”




Jackie’s Recording 04
At the time, I’m thinking . . . maybe it’s not something I should care about. Maybe it is. I don’t know, what’s the protocol on bathing in some guy’s shower when you barely know him and he might have a vicious warlord side he’s hiding?
I’m not stupid, but sometimes you just want something. Maybe I just want to be Jackie and not the Dark Angel for a second. I don’t know. It gets hard to tell where one ends and the other starts sometimes.
He said he wanted dinner. So, when I get out of the shower, I find two things. The first is a military jumpsuit pretty much like what everyone wears when they’re out of uniform. The second . . . Well, the second thing makes me laugh. It’s a dress hung up in the bathroom. It’s a pretty bold gamble from the guy, but at least he gave me a choice so I could pick whatever I felt most comfortable in. And the jumpsuit’s something I’ve worn before. I’ve never worn a dress in my life . . but I put it on. It’s this form fitting piece but nothing too tight, all black with heels. Heels. At least the color contrasts suits my skin pretty well, and when I look in the mirror . . . I don’t know. If nothing else, I can say it feels nice.
Maybe I even think I look nice, for once.
The shower’s not built into his bedroom so at least I know he’s not trying to be that sneaky. After I finish up, I head down the hall that connects all the rooms in his quarters before finally reaching his private dining room. When I do, he’s already got all the food laid out. I mean, there’s food I couldn’t have dreamed off when I was a kid. Corn, mashed potatoes, green beans . . . Real vegetables, not the disgusting ones I grew up on. Then there’s the chicken, glazed with butter and simmering in its own juices.
My mouth practically drops when I see it. “That . . . looks fantastic.”
“So do you,” he says as he turns around. “I don’t want to make you uncomfortable, but you look lovely.”
“Thanks, I . . .” I shake my head. “I’ve never actually worn a dress before, so this is kind of uncharted territory for me.”
“Were there no dresses where you came from?”
“Not . . . not nice ones. Definitely nothing like this. The ones we did have, I was never really interested in wearing. I was a lot more of a tomboy growing up.”
“You didn’t have to put on the dress if you didn’t want to.”
“Oh, I know. I saw the jumpsuit. I wanted to.”
“Would you tell me why?”
“Because . . .” I shake my head, and I can’t help but look away when I feel my cheeks heating up. “A lot of it’s because I get tired of being the Dark Angel all the time, but also . . . because I shouldn’t have to make excuses for doing something that make me happy once in a while.”
“I agree.”
“I once . . . One time I found this diary, when I was out scavenging for supplies. It was this stupid diary by this stupid girl who died hundreds of years ago. But, that girl . . . She had a normal life, you know?”
“Your life hasn’t been normal.”
“Not even close. If this world is what normal is . . . There has to be better.”
“You think like I do. And that diary you found?”
“It was just this girl who didn’t know anything better about the world except going to dances and wearing fancy dresses. The worst thing she had to worry about was how good she’d look on a date. By her same age, I was actively trying to figure out ways to cure the Creep and save my family from a life trapped away in a Tower.”
He just nods. “So, do you want to be that girl?”
“What? No. Actually, hell no. Not that there’s anything wrong with liking pretty dresses and dances. That’s not really my style. But, I just . . .” I can feel myself getting flustered as I try to explain myself. “Shouldn’t everyone be able to breathe sometimes without having to worry about whether they’re in a life or death situation? Am I really supposed to be this brave hero girl for everyone all the time? I never even wanted to be a fighter growing up. It just turns out I was the queen of giving out ass kickings. But, I don’t want to just be a soldier, waking up every day and thinking about nothing else but how am I going to save lives before night comes. I mean, shouldn’t everyone have the chance to just dress up and be frivolous or carefree once in a while?”
“Yes, they should.”
“Does it make me a bad person? Am I a hypocrite for wanting to dress up at least just once in my life?”
“No. Obviously not. Just like you said, we should all have a chance to be carefree. At least, sometimes. We do it many different ways, obviously. Here, in the fort, we have the bars where people can go drink and fight if they want to. As you’ve no doubt noticed, I am a fan of having fancy dinners and wine. As the playwright once wrote, ‘I would give all my fame for a pot of ale and safety.’ It’s fine to want to have a drink peace of mind. Not every decision you make should revolve around the Creep and whether you or someone you care about will make it out alive.”
“And ever since I got to Central Freedom . . . It feels like that’s all I’ve been doing. Just . . . fighting, and fighting. Finding ways to protect them. Which is fine. I’d do anything for my friends, it’s just . . .”
“It’s just that you, like everyone else alive, want a chance to let the weight off your shoulders. At least, once in a while.”
I suck in a deep breath and look at him. “Yeah.”
“Please. Let’s have dinner.”
“And wine?”
He chuckles as he reaches behind his back and pulls out a bottle. “If there’s one thing we’re not in short supply of here at the fort, it’s good drink.”
His table’s a small one compared to the long one in the main dining hall. It’s a lot more intimate and makes it easier to have a conversation. Which, at first, doesn’t happen. I probably spend the first few minutes carving into the food with a look on my face like I’ve never been happier. It takes a second before I look up and see him smiling at me, and I can feel my face burning as I look away. “What?”
“You look like a woman who has never had a bite of food in her life,” he says as he’s laughing. “Were you that hungry?”
“No. I don’t need to eat anymore.”
“Really?”
“My body pulls energy from the same place as the Creep, wherever that is.”
“But you look as if you’ve been needing to eat for weeks.”
“Just because I don’t need to eat doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate good food. I mean, let’s remember that I didn’t grow up in a place with a garden like Central Freedom. We scavenged whatever we could find, and the food we did grow wasn’t . . .” I shake my head at the memory of those dingy black vegetables. “Well, let’s just end it by saying the vegetables were terrible.”
“So, now when you have the opportunity . . .”
“I pretty much eat like a starving girl.”
He chuckles from behind his hands. “Well, I have to admit, the food we make here is quite good.”
“And the wine you scavenge isn’t too shabby,” I say as I’m pouring him and me a drink. “Cheers?”
“Cheers,” he says as he raises his glass. “To you, and hopefully an alliance between Central Freedom and Fort Silence.”
“Yeah, about that,” I respond as I take my first drink. “Is that why you have me out here? Why you wanted to have dinner? Are you secretly trying to hustle me into talking to President Branagh for you?”
“No, not at all.”
“Then what’s the deal? The real deal, Yousef. Don’t lie.”
He shakes his head and stays quiet for a second while he’s drinking from his glass. “The first time I saw you fight, the first time I had a conversation with you . . . Both those moments, you reminded me so much of my sister, Ishara. It’s impossible to completely describe, but she had that same fire. I suppose I missed sitting in its warmth. Basking in its glow.”
I can feel my cheeks burning as I hide my face behind my napkin, trying to hide my cheeks while pretending to wipe my mouth for a second. “Most people think I come across kind of cold. They think I don’t care.”
“Maybe you just conduct yourself in a way that they’re not used to. Your friends must know that’s not true.”
“Yeah, you’re right. They’ve known me long enough by this point. Mike’s dating this girl now, Cynthia, but back when we were younger, I guess we both had some kind of thing for each other. That didn’t really go anywhere, but he knows me well enough that he can just tell things about me. He knows I can be too sarcastic sometimes or that I get frustrated when things aren’t getting done, but I’m always going to go all out to protect him or anyone else I care about.”
“Mike didn’t come with your group.”
“No, they kept him home. Tommy’s got higher rank and hangs with the president a lot. I think he’s actually working directly for Branagh now. Tommy never struck me as a politician growing up but it’s not like we had lots of those where I come from.”
“And how long have you known him?”
“A lot less time than Mike, but he was . . . he was my rock coming out of the Tower. Mike wasn’t in a good place, mentally, and I was the one leading the team. I mean, it was just four of us, and that final stretch of the Tower was . . . bad.”
“Bad? Is it something you want to talk about?”
“I can talk about that easy, because it ended up fine,” I say as I take a deep drink from my glass. “I got separated from Tommy, Mike and Dodger, then ended up spending days by myself being chased by this creature. Judge.”
“I remember you mentioning him. He didn’t sound nice, to put it mildly.”
“It was pretty brutal.  He had total control of the Creep’s behavior and was strong enough to tear apart a whole building if he wanted to. I ended up infected by the end of our trip through the Tower, but like you’ve already seen, my body adapted. I ended up beating him. I would say killing him, but Judge, the original person, died five hundred years ago. What was left was this . . . I don’t want to say monster, but all that was left of his personality was this unending desire for revenge. Even before that fight though, before getting separated, things were not looking great for me and the team. We were being hunted by these fanatics that lived in the Tower, and there was more than one time I had to put everything on the line to make sure my friends survived. It was honestly pretty stressful, but Tommy, he just knew what to say to keep me from losing it. So, even though there was a year after that when he went his way while I was wandering in the Deadlands, he’s still one of the people I’d drop everything for. If he has something he wants to tell me, I listen, even if I still end up disagreeing.”
“You two sound very close. It’s rare to find someone that can provide that level of honesty with you. That’s quite the bond you two forged.”
“Well, me and Mike were the same way before he started losing his mind. Now, Mike and Tommy are both . . .”I stop, smile, and then just laugh as I bury my head in my hands. “Well, I guess they’re both officers with girlfriends who’ve got their own lives now. They don’t really need me around anymore.”
“Unless you’re there to save their lives.”
“Yeah, which I’ve done, and which is obviously something I’ll always do. I just want to find . . .” I struggle with my words. “I just want to find a place for Jackie in the world, not the Dark Angel.”
“That’s a very powerful idea. We all want to know what it is we’re supposed to do with our lives. To find a place we call home.”
“Right, so, asking me out, asking me to do things that I never do, whether that’s friendly boxing, sitting at a bar drinking, or even wearing this silly dress, at least it’s something that reminds me I’m still human. I don’t . . . I don’t feel like that a lot, so I when I get a chance to be human again, I take it.”
“And here I was thinking it was my sparkling personality that got you out,” he jokes between drinks.
“Nice call back,” I say with a laugh. “You’re not . . . You’re not asking me here to talk about my military ideas or ask me advice about dealing with raiders. That’s nice, and . . . it’s interesting that you asked me out because of Ishara.”
“Like I said, you speak with her same energy and passion. It’s . . . hypnotizing.”
“Even if it is a little weird that I remind you of your sister.”
“And why is that?”
“Dinner? Drinks? A fancy dress?” I say with a smirk that pops across my face. “I may be a girl who was locked away in a Tower, but I still had movies to watch.”
He grins at me from above his glass. “What is it you’re implying?”
“That all this, well, I mean, if this isn’t about the alliance, then I think it seems pretty obvious what this is. Right?” Suddenly, I can’t feel the blood draining from my face. “Wait. Unless I’m . . . Am I wrong? Did I misunderstand?” I bury my head in my hands as I look away. “Oh, God, I can’t believe I’m embarrassing myself this way.”
“Hold on, hold on,” he tries to comfort me as he bursts into a laugh. “I didn’t agree or disagree to anything you were just pointing out!”
“Then can we cut the drama and just . . . just let me get out of here before I make myself look like even more of an ass than I do right now.”
“Jackie, I did want your company. I enjoy talking to you. This, all this,” he says as he waves around the table, “Was because I wanted to make an impression on you. I wanted your attention the way you have mine. There’s no reason to be embarrassed. After all, I’m the one who went through so much just because . . . Well, just because I thought you might be interested in me.”
“Interested?”
He sighs but his smile never fades. “I was hoping this could smoothly transition into a . . . a date.”
“You realize I’ve never been on one of those, right?”
“Never? But I thought you said you and Mike . . .”
“God. I was 12 when I met him. We didn’t start hanging out regularly until I was 16, and it wasn’t until I was 17 that we ever talked about anything romantic. Every other guy I knew in the Tower thought I was weird, and I’ve spent all my time in the Deadlands just fighting . . .”
“I might have underestimated what you meant when you said you didn’t have a normal upbringing.”
“Yeah, it was . . . it was pretty bad, you know? So, if I didn’t get the message you were trying to send . . .”
“I should have been clear about it from the start. Just because I have a title and I’m a general doesn’t mean I actually know what I’m doing when it comes to women.” He sighs. “I was also afraid because of the age difference.”
“I can’t really tell you anything about that. I’ve never heard of age being an issue, so I don’t have any point of reference about whether it’s good or bad.”
“Well, out here, people can be judgmental when the age difference is too great. They might think I’m trying to take advantage of you.”
“I don’t know who ‘they’ are, but ‘they’ probably don’t know I’m also the Dark Angel. I can take care of myself.”
Yousef laughs. “Something we’ve all figured out during the last few days.”
“Was it when I threw the transport while flying in the air or when I cut off the limbs of your robot walkers?”
“All of the above,” he says with a drink and a smile. For a second his eyes looks down at my fingers. “So, I wasn’t wrong when I thought you might find me attractive?”
“If you’re talking about looks . . . You’re a pretty handsome guy, Yousef. As far as your personality, you’re not half as bad as everyone said you might be.”
“Not half as bad? Is that all?”
“You’re . . .” I shake my head and smile. “You’re fun to hang around with. It’s peaches. I can dig it.”
He hesitates for a second before placing his hand on mine. It’s a little too bold for someone like me, and I can feel my face twist up with anxiety, but at the same time, I can feel my heart speeding up. He has to see how nervous I look, because he laughs a little as he pulls his hand away. “Let’s just enjoy dinner and have some good conversation.”




Tommy’s Recording 24
Recording this at four thirty in the morning because what the hell just happened?
It’s, ah . . . four in the morning, when I hear a ringing in my room. At first, it’s a pretty hard struggle to get out of bed and pull a shirt over myself. When I finally do, I rush while stumbling to the door of my quarters. In my head, I’m thinking it’s going to be the president arriving to tell me something’s gone wrong and we’ve got to evacuate the fort. At worst, Yousef’s decided to screw us and attack while we’re sleeping.
It’s nothing like that. It’s Jackie.
“Hey,” I tell her as the door slides open. I’m still wiping the sleep off my face when she pushes past me and into the room. “I mean, feel free to come in, obviously.”
“Thanks,” she mumbles as she practically drops into the living room chair. “I needed to talk or something.”
“This couldn’t wait until tomorrow?” I ask her as I flip on a light and try to adjust to the brightness. That’s when I realize something that makes me wake up pretty quick. “Jackie, are you wearing a dress?”
“What, Tommy, I can’t wear a dress once in a while? Because I’m the Dark Angel, I’ve got to keep my armor on all the time? Well, who the hell made that rule, huh? Who made that decision for me?”
With my sleep really wearing off now, I finally realize her eyes are bloodshot, and I can hear a slight slur in her speech when she’s talking. “Jackie, are you . . . Wow. I can’t believe I’m actually going to ask this. Are you drunk?”
“No. Yes.” She smiles. “Maybe.”
“Jackie, your metabolism isn’t supposed to let you get drunk.”
“Except when I want to be. My cells have to obey me, remember?”
“Yeah, that’s right,” I say as I take a seat across from her. “So, did you need to tell me something or is this just a four in the morning social call? I’ve heard of drunk calling, but . . .”
“No. I had to tell you something. It’s important.”
“Well, I might not like you pulling me out of bed at this hour, but you know what it’s like between us. If you’ve got something to say, I’m always here for you, even if you’ve had a little too much to sip on tonight. You’re one of the most important people in my life, Jacko, and I’d—”
“I kissed him.”
That stops me in my tracks, and I just stare at her for a long second before I lean in, my face frozen in shock when I ask, “Kissed who?”
“I kissed him, Tommy. Or, more like he kissed me, but I guess I didn’t do anything to stop him. I could have. I didn’t, though.”
“Jackie, who did you kiss?”
She looks at me for this long second, smiling the whole time but also looking like it’s the biggest secret in the world. I’ve practically got it figured out by the time she says his name. “Yousef.”
When she tells me his name, I feel myself instinctually pulling at my hair while I try to control my reaction. “Jackie, what the hell were you thinking?”
“I wasn’t. Drunk, remember? That was the best part. For once, I just didn’t have to think. It’s . . . amazing, Tommy. To stop thinking about what everyone want from you for a second.”
“Well, obviously you weren’t thinking what anyone else wants. If you’d been thinking, you wouldn’t have kissed him. Shit, Jackie, you didn’t tell him anything secret about Central Freedom or anything like that, did you? Something that could compromise our security?”
“What the hell, Tommy? Why do you think I’d do something like that? You think I’m some dumb girl who gave it all up for some guy she liked?”
“What do you want me to say? You just came to my room, drunk at four in the morning, to tell me that you kissed a guy who could potentially wipe out Central Freedom with his army if he wanted to.”
“He wouldn’t . . . he wouldn’t do that.”
“And how do you know that?”
“I don’t, okay? But I know what I did, and I didn’t go betraying Central Freedom . . . No, not just that. I didn’t go betraying you, Tommy.”
“Jackie, why did you even come over here and tell me this?”
She looks at me like I’m crazy. “Because we haven’t talked about anything, anything, that wasn’t about the military or the Deadlands since I came back? Because you’ve treated me more like the Dark Angel than Jackie Coleman since I got to Central Freedom? All those tests you’ve run on me and all those questions you’ve asked, everything’s been about . . . what are my powers, how can I help Central, all of it. But who the hell cares about Jackie, right? The only thing any of you care about is whether I can lift a tank over my head or not.”
“That’s not fair, and you know that’s not true. I don’t know where this is coming from, but you know we care about you.”
“Then why haven’t you bothered asking me about what I’m going through? About me? Why does everything have to be about what I can do and nobody asks me what happened to me out there?” She slams the armrest of her chair, and it actually makes my heart stop to see it literally evaporate into splinters as she springs onto her feet. “You wanted to know why I never told you about who I lost out in the Deadlands? Maybe because you never earned the right to know. Maybe because you never showed you cared about what I’m dealing with, so why should I bother talking about one of the . . .” She wipes at her face, and I can see her struggling to hold back tears. It doesn’t work. I can see her gritting her teeth as trails run down her cheeks. “One of the worst things that’s ever happened to me, Tommy.”
“Jackie.” I get up and walk to her, but she just stands there, with her arms crossed. “Look, maybe you’re right. It’s been . . . I don’t know, it’s just been unbelievable that you were alive at all. And since you’ve come back, you’ve been bigger than life. The things you do, the way you fly through the air and lift vehicles over your head. . . It’s like staring at an angry god sometimes, except you’re on our side. And, yeah, sometimes it’s hard to think of you as just Jackie Coleman.”
“Tommy, ‘just’ Jackie Coleman? Do you hear yourself?”
“I’m . . . I’m sorry. You’re right.”
“You wanted to know why I kissed him. I’m not stupid, Tommy. I’m not falling for him. I don’t even want anything more out of him. A girl kisses a guy and everyone thinks she’s falling in love, but . . . I just wanted an experience. A normal, human experience, so I don’t feel like this . . . this . . .” She turns around and puts distance between us. “This . . . monster.”
“Jackie. You’re not a monster. You’re still human like the rest of us. Sure, you’ve got some new powers, but you’re not like Judge or Sally or any of them.”
“I’m not?” She asks me while looking over her shoulder, and when she does, the air feels like it starts to burn with her anger. “Then what about this?”
She tosses her arm out, and three blades of bone slice of her skin, cutting through so cleanly that there isn’t a sign of blood or anything else. They slide back from near her wrist to her elbow so fast that it doesn’t even look like it hurts. Her fist closes, and she presses it against her chest, like she’s trying to hold in something. What gets me is her eyes, though. Staring at her . . . I guess I’d always thought it was her mask doing it. I thought it was her mask making that red light. It wasn’t. Her eyes are burning red, trails of light dripping into the air above her as she looks at the ground. Her pupils are on fire. An indescribable fire. I . . . I don’t mean to look shocked when  she does it, but . . . it’s my instinct. It’s also the wrong one. I stutter for a second and take a step back. “Jackie . . .”
“That look in your eyes.” She turns to look at me, her blade arm dropping to her side and her crimson eyes falling to the floor, red fire still bleeding into the air as she starts to suck wind. “It’s not the first time I’ve seen it. You don’t think I haven’t seen that look of terror in someone’s eyes before? You don’t think . . . What do you think, Tommy? That I just got to Central without any pain? That I just magically showed up knowing what I could do? That it didn’t cost me something?”
“I’m not . . .”
“When they see what I am, Tommy,” she says as she looks up, her voice tensing as she tries to keep from screaming. “They’re scared of what I am. Everyone is afraid of what I am when they see what I’ve really turned into.”
I shake my head and walk up to her. “I’m not afraid of you, Jackie.”
“Maybe not. But that look you just gave me . . . Why do you think I don’t want anyone knowing I’m the one in the armor? They only cheer for you until you do something that scares them. Then you’re the villain. And if you can’t look at me without thinking, even for a second, that I’m something horrendous . . .”
“That’s not what I think, and you know that. Yeah, you took me by surprise. I reacted badly. But I’m still the guy who held onto you after you busted your fist shattering a bathroom mirror in frustration. I’m the guy who held you when you cried. You might be the Dark Angel to other people, but you’re still Jackie Coleman to me. And that person has always put too much pressure on herself, and she’s always felt like an outsider. That feeling didn’t come around just because you got these new powers, but I guess they didn’t help.”
I see her take a breath as her shoulders finally relax. The blades extending backward from her arms retract and her eyes stop shimmering with light. She actually relaxes for a second. “That’s . . . true.”
“I’ve got to tell you, that’s a pretty cool trick, now that I’ve had a chance to catch my breath.”
She smiles as she looks up at me, but I can tell she’s a little embarrassed. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I guess it is an interesting party trick. Look at the girl who can whip out bone knives from her arms. Yay.”
“I can almost guarantee it would go over well with the right crowd.”
“Yeah, a bunch of psychos.”
“Nah. The troops would love this stuff.”
“Well, they’re not going to see it. That Jackie . . .” Her smile fades and she shakes her head. “That Jackie should never come out.”
That Jackie. The Jackie who was out there, before she came to Central. “What exactly happened out there in the Deadlands, Jackie?”
“Nothing. Enough for me to know that . . . that we need to protect the people we care about. And I shouldn’t be the one people are relying on. There needs to be a . . . a system, you know? And Fort Silence can give us that.”
“So, you’re going to support Yousef’s plan to join with Central Freedom?”
“Yeah. Yeah, I won’t say anything to the president against it.”
“Maybe this is the wrong time to have this conversation, but . . . you know that’s unacceptable. Taking the freedom out of the hands of the people?”
“The people? The people can’t protect themselves, not from what’s out there. Out there,” she says, pointing behind her, “In the . . . in the utter wilderness. There’s a world of people, like the raiders, who’re ready to kill anyone they come across. Okay? And there’s worse out there. Worse things I’ve seen, in the Creep, that we need to be ready for. We have to make Central safe.”
“At what cost, huh? Your solution to our problem is to concentrate all of our security in the hands of a man who . . .” I turn to the side for a second and grab at my mouth, trying to hold in from saying anything I’ll regret. “A man that . . . Look, I don’t care if you kissed him, but I don’t trust him.”
“What did you just say to me?”
“I . . . I said what I said.”
“You think this is about me kissing him? Tommy, you’ve known me longer than that.”
“Yeah, I have,” I say as I step up to her, coming inches from her face. “The Jackie I remember would have never said yes to this. Remember what we grew up with? Security who’d kidnap us and put us through Reinforcement if we talked bad about the people running the place? The same ones who kidnapped you? How many people do we remember getting taken up to Floor 1 who came back completely different because they had their minds wiped?”
“You don’t think I remember that? You don’t think I hated it when I was growing up? I was there, Tommy. I’m the one who climbed that Tower to Floor 1. It wasn’t you. When you were busy being the captain of the basketball team, it was me. I’m the one who almost got put into Reinforcement and had her parents pretending they didn’t know their own daughter for years. I’m the one that nobody talked to because I was the weirdo. The outcast. Nobody, nobody remembers that or feels it or remembers it worse than I do.”
“Then why this, Jackie? Why give all the power to someone we barely know when we’ve already lived through what a military state is like? We’re the ones who knew what it was like to have no freedom and live scared that we’d say or do the wrong thing and then, one day, just disappear.”
“That’s not what this is about, Tommy!”
“Then what’s it about?”
She heaves out a breath and almost screams at me. “It’s about protecting people!”
“From who?”
“From themselves!”
I turn around and walk a circle before coming back to her, my fingers pulling at my hair as I try to keep from screaming back. “From themselves? You would never have said that a few years ago.”
“Yeah, well, that was before I had to grow up and live in the real world. And here, when you’ve seen what I’ve seen and gone through what I’ve gone through, you realize that there has to be a system designed to keep people alive. I didn’t realize how bad things could be when I was younger, so I came up with a lot of ideas about freedom and pursuing the truth at all costs. That was . . . that was me being naïve.” She closes her eyes for a second before going on. “The truth is that people need to be protected from themselves. They do . . . stupid things that put them at risk. They need a strong military to protect them. If they don’t have that, they get killed. They die, Tommy, and nothing can make up for that.”
“But they don’t need an army that rules over every aspect of their lives. I know how bad you want to save everyone, how bad you think they need strong leaders, but they need people who will protect them and protect their freedoms at the same time. They need you to be that, Jackie. Not this. Not this person who thinks the people need saving from themselves.”
She shakes her head at me as she walks past me and to the door. “It was a bad idea coming here.”
It takes a second, but I finally whirl around just before she’s out of the room. “Jackie, please, I’m going to ask this one last time. What happened to you? We don’t see you for a year, then you come back, and you’re . . . different. What happened out there?”
When I ask, she stands in the doorway for a moment, her shoulders rising and falling as she breathes. “We all know what happened to me, Tommy. I died.”
And then the door closes behind her, and I’m left standing, alone, wishing I could have done more for her.




Jackie’s Recording 05
When I get to my room, I sit there for a long time, staring out of the window and down onto the fort’s courtyard. I watch the vehicles going by and the men and women marching by in formation. Then, after a long time, I materialize my earpiece onto my head. The second I’ve got a comms link open, I say, “Dark Angel to Highpoint Waystation.” I sigh. It’s been a while since we talked but . . . he never cares. He's the best friend you could ever ask for. “John, are you awake?”
It takes a second before I get a voice back through the comms. “Are you joking with me, kid? Johnny Hawkshaw is always at your service, 24 hours a day.”
“Yeah, you’re always reliable,” I tell him as I smile. “I think I messed up right now, John.”
“Give it to me straight. What did you do?”
“Got drunk. Kissed someone that’s accused of being a tyrannical warlord. Broke a chair and whipped out my arm blades while arguing with Tommy.”
“Take it from a man who was once a professional drinker, there isn’t nothing good that comes from taking too hard to the bottle. There have been plenty of decent men and women who’ve had their lives destroyed by the hooch. I should know, I remember taking a few of them to the hoosegow.” I don’t say anything for a second, and he keeps going. “You didn’t hurt nobody, did you?”
“You know me. I wouldn’t do anything like that. Not again. I feel . . . bad, though.”
“For what part of the night?”
“Not the part with Yousef, honestly. I wanted that.”
“You wouldn’t be the first 19-year-old girl who wanted to enjoy the nightlife, kid.”
“I really wouldn’t know. What I know’s that, afterward, I thought I should tell Tommy about it.” I laugh. “Tonight, I learned you probably shouldn’t have drunk conversations with completely sober people.”
“I’ve been on both sides of those. You know, a couple of centuries ago, they called it drunk dialing. You’d spend a little too much time at the bar then call your friends, either telling them how much you loved them or arguing with them until they hung up on you.”
“Yeah, well, I don’t think I’ll be talking to Tommy anytime soon.”
“And why’s that?”
“Why would he want to talk to me after the way I blew up at him?”
I can hear him laugh on the other end. “There’s not a single person I’ve met who’s as hard on themselves as you are, and I’ve been alive for more than five hundred years. Granted, a lot of my memory’s missing from all that time. My point being, he’s your friend. I bet you that right now, he’s lying awake, trying to think up ways to fix things up between you two.”
“You actually think so?”
“Kid, I know so.”
I sigh and shake my head, even though he can’t see that. “Thanks, Johnny. I needed someone to talk to before . . . before . . .”
“Before your anxiety got out of control and you started hearing from those two. Johnny and Sally.”
“They’re nice enough to talk to, but they don’t really get stuff like this.”
“They’re transcendent psychic beings in permanent symbiosis with the Creep. I wouldn’t expect them to have a lot of insight on the human experience at this point.”
“I couldn’t have said it better myself. Literally.”
There’s a long pause on the other end before he says anything else. “Listen, kid. I know we’re not family, and I’m not even sure if you consider me a friend, but you’re free to come back to Highpoint anytime you want. You might need to, anyway. You’ve been burning through your weapon stocks for a while. We’re down to half capacity at this point, so you might want to visit. It’ll give you a chance to get your mind off things and restock the place.”
“I don’t think I can do that right now. Things are so . . . so weird here that I’m scared things will go nutters if I leave for even one day.”
“I get it. Well, at least promise me that you’ll come by if things look like they’ve calmed down.”
“I will. Thanks, John.”
“You got it, sweetheart.”




A HOUSE DIVIDED





Mike’s Recording 14
Tommy looks pretty torn up as he looks at me through his side of the monitor. “I don’t know how to get through to her anymore, Mikey. I just . . .” He wipes his face and looks off camera for a second before shooting his eyes back my way. “She’s right, you know? With me, it’s been all military stuff. I haven’t really just sat down and talked to her like a person. Like Jackie. The only time we’ve done that was that first day, when she announced she was alive and in town.”
“Yeah, man, we both know how she gets . . .” I shrug. “Well, she gets like I used to get. I still do, sometimes. Big help these days for me is Cynthia.”
“Right, well, I was hoping you could talk to her. The alliance between Fort Silence and Central Freedom’s a done deal at this point, but if you could just get her to see our side of things again, at least she’d be a little more on guard with Yousef. Do you think you could talk to her? Make her reconsider? I just feel like I’ve poisoned the well with her, at least for now.”
“Man, I’ll talk to her,” I tell him, “But the thing is though, she’s right about you, and you’re more right about poisoning the well than you think. First thing about talking to Jackie’s that I’m not going to do it to get her to see my side of this mess. She wants to back Yousef, that’s her call. Was never a person that put themselves on the line like she did for me or helped me through a rougher time in my life. I’ll talk to her because I want her to feel better. That’s it. Jackie’s her own person. She can make her own decision about the alliance. If me talking to her helps her change her position . . . Man, you know I’d love that. I hated how we grew up in the Tower worse than anyone except for her. But my priority’s helping her the same way she helped me, because it sounds like she needs it.”
Tommy stares at me for a long time, nodding before wiping at his face. “Damn it. I . . . I messed up, Mikey. I really messed thing up.”
“We all do. Look, you carried her during tough times in that Tower, same way she carried you. She’ll come around eventually. Not like this is the end of your friendship. Just space her for a bit, and how about we lay off the Dark Angel business for a while. We both know she’s powerful, but she hates that stuff. She’s still Jack. Growing up, all she wanted was to learn about the Creep and find a way to stop it. You think she ever wanted to be called something like the Dark Angel?”
He looks off camera for a second again before looking back at me. “You’re . . . you’re right. I’m sorry. I’ve just, I’ve been so focused on beating the raiders . . . “
“It was always going to be messy, her coming back after we’d thought she’d been dead for a year. Sure, we could’ve handled things better, but that’s what tomorrow is for. When you guys get back, I’ll show her around the island. She’s never even been to the Green Zone. I bet she’d love it. How can she know what we’re fighting for around here if she’s never even seen it for herself?”
“Sounds awesome. Hey, I’ll get in touch when I’m back in town. Sound good?”
“You got it.” Signal shuts down and the screen goes blank, and that lets me get back into the dining room. Cynthia’s there with a fork full of vegetables in her hand while she sits next to Mandy. Second I’m in the room, Cynthia looks concerned.
“That didn’t sound great, Michael.”
“It’s not, but it’ll get better,” I tell her as I’m taking a seat at the table. “Just, Jackie’s having a hard time coming back. Knowing people. That kind of thing.”
“I can imagine. It has to be hard for her after all this time, to find her friends’ lives have changed so much. She probably feels out of place.”
“That was always how she felt. Me too, ‘til I met you, obviously,” I tell her as I shoot her a smile. “Thanks for the dinner, by the way.”
“Oh, it’s nothing. I was starving after my shift at the clinic today.”
“Yeah? Everything okay down there?”
“Good, but we were doing a count on medicine. Thanks to President Branagh, I think we’ll be good for most of the winter, but I’m a little worried. Personally, I feel we should have more medical supplies, but I’m a nurse, so of course I feel that way.”
“Guess we’ll have to go scavenging, then. Well, with things the way they are, and with it looking like Fort Silence is going to be helping us, I guess we’ll be able to head out into the Deadlands with more force than usual. Don’t know a better way of exploring the city than while strapped into a tank.”
“So, that is going through? The alliance, I mean.”
“Think so. Tommy’s not happy about it. Dodger won’t be, and I don’t want to go back to living that way.”
“You didn’t mention how Jackie feels about it.”
I smile at her as I shoot a look over at Mandy. “See how smart your sister is?” My eyes go back to Cynthia. “But you’re right. I didn’t mention it. Guess she doesn’t mind it, apparently. That’s got Tommy upset, but I can’t speak for her. She’s got her reasons.”
Mandy looks over at me. “You know . . .” I can see her thinking through what she wants to say. “She’s . . . she’s really sad, Mikey. When she talks to me, I just think she wants to cry.”
“What makes you think that?”
“It’s just how I feel when I talk to her.”
“You can read minds now, short stuff?”
“I actually don’t like being called that.”
Cynthia frowns at her. “Mandy . . .”
I shake my head. “Nah, it’s fine. Everyone gets to say what annoys them. Alright then, Mandy. You’ve got my attention. You talked to Jackie lately?”
“On the roof,” she says as she looks up. “It’s the way she talks. It’s not just what she says. If you listen to her voice, she just sounds . . .” She tries to shrug it off like it’s nothing, but I can tell Mandy looks upset. “She sounds like she regrets something. It’s killing her inside.”
“Yeah. Tommy said something like that. Said she was going through something.”
Mandy’s eyebrow creases and she sets down her fork. “You know how I complain about wanting to be in the military or being on the War Council?”
Cynthia frowns. “Something I never agree with.”
I nod at Cynthia but then look back at Mandy. “Yeah. I know. You’ve always wanted to be someone who goes out there and gets into it.” I chuckle a little. “You always had a fighting spirit.”
“Yeah,” she agrees. “Jackie does too, except I don’t think she really wants to be . . . whatever she is.”
“Pretty sure I agree with you there, but how do you know that? Did she say something?”
“She talked about her dad and her mom. Jackie told me they were both scientists. It sounded like that’s what she wanted to be when she was growing up.”
“Yeah. Something like that. We both wanted to know what was going on with the Creep, but I had a life outside that. Could just pick up my guitar and sing silly love songs. Jackie had it rougher than I did growing up though, so she didn’t have any other outlets. All she thought about was becoming a scientist like her parents and finding a way to stop the Creep.”
“She said you were the cool one, so I guess that means she was the smart one?”
“Well, she was the smartest girl I knew in the Tower. Long time before we knew her as the Dark Angel or even just our commander, Jackie was just a nerdy genius. Another lifetime, she’d probably have followed in her parents’ footsteps.” I look over at Cynthia. “Girl couldn’t make friends, but she never stopped wanting to help people.”
Cynthia smiles. “I’ve seen that since she’s gotten back. What she did for you . . . saving you. Taking all those bullets for you . . .”
“Nothing less Jackie than that. But you’re right, Mandy,” I say, looking back at the younger girl. “She was sharp. Like you.”
“I told her you don’t treat me like a kid. That’s why I don’t like it when you call me short stuff.”
“What she say about that?”
“That you’ve always treated people right and try to respect them. She really looks up to you, Mikey.”
It makes me smile at the same time that I wipe at my eyes. “Glad she still thinks that way about me. Speaking of,” I look up at Cynthia. “I was wondering if you and Mandy’d want to come down to the Green Zone. We could invite Jackie. It’s just, I don’t think it’s healthy for her to be doing nothing but fighting and training. She could see what the city’s really like. Not just the military side.”
Cynthia smiles. “I could make sandwiches and we could have a picnic. And this way, I could show her how happy I am that she’s here.”
Mandy nods. “Me too. She’s really cool. I like her a lot, and I don’t want her thinking that she’s all by herself.”
“That’s how Jackie’s always felt. Or did. Later on, that changed, when we all got closer as a team. Guess she’s back to feeling that way.”
Mandy points her fork at me. “We’ve got to change that.”
“Sure.”
Cynthia points at me. “You know, they’ve also got that celebration happening at Central Primary. The band performance?”
“That’s right!” I tell her with a slap on the table. “She’ll love that. No wonder you’re the smart one.”
“I know I am,” she tells me with a laugh.




Dodger’s Recording 11
I’m sitting with Yazzie when I hear a steady knock on the door. She gives me a weird look because we’re not expecting anyone, but it’s not like we have crime in the apartment building, so I head over and throw the door open. The absolute last person I’m expecting to see is Jackie, standing there in just her jumpsuit.
“Can I . . . come in?” she asks. I blink at her, then look back down the hall at Yazzie, then back at Jackie. She must notice because she starts looking away. “You’ve got company. I should’ve called or something.”
“No, Jackie. It’s really not that serious. Get in here, you goofball.”
“You sure?”
“Does the Creep cover everything it touches?”
She gives me a weird look. “That’s unnecessarily dark, but message received,” she says as she steps inside. She takes a look down the hall, where Yazzie is already waving. Jackie shifts and she looks uncomfortable, but she manages to say, “Hey.”
I take her to the couches and wave her into a chair. “That’s Yasmine, but her friends calls her Yazzie. Best bud you could ever have.”
“Pretty high praise, if Dodger’s saying it.”
Yazzie smiles at her. “I’m only half as great as she says I am.”
That gets a laugh out of me. “Really, she’s pretty much amazing. But, uh, I thought you were . . . gone? To Fort Silence.”
“I was,” Jackie says with a nod. “I . . . I had to come back.”
“Did something go wrong?”
“Not really, I guess? Nothing I really want to talk about. Or maybe I will, I’m not sure yet. All I knew was that I had to get away from the boys.”
Yazzie snorts. “Haven’t heard that one before.”
“Boy problems?” Jackie asks.
“Only when men act like boys,” she says as she smirks over at Jackie. “Nah, my love life’s simple and easy, just like I like it. Sounds like yours isn’t.”
“Well, first of all, I don’t have one. Second, my only real problem’s that I didn’t feel like dealing with a man that’s my best friend but also . . .” She pauses and blows upward into her air. “He just doesn’t get what I’m trying to tell him no matter how hard I try, I guess. Stupid, I know.”
I can’t stop my grin. “You’re talking about Tommy.”
“Yeah. Guess I didn’t hide that very well.”
“I can still remember when you used to hate him.”
“Maybe I still do,” she says with a laugh. “No, that’s not it. It’s not that bad, he just got me worked up and I needed someone to talk to who wasn’t estrogen impaired.”
Yazzie nods. “Personally, I think we all need that once in a while.”
“Yeah. It’s weird. Like sometimes you just need a break.” She shakes her head. “Anyway, like I said, I don’t think it was that big a deal. I just wanted some breathing room. What about you guys? What brings you two together on this obviously wonderful night?”
“Trying to convince the lieutenant to come back to work.”
“What?” Jackie looks over at me. “Something wrong, Dodger?”
I shake my head. “No, just still recovering from that injury I got back before the Battle for Central Freedom.”
“Oh. Well, obviously that’s something you don’t want to rush.”
Yazzie interrupts. “That’s not what’s wrong with her. The medical care she got at the garrison was the best you could get. She had biofoam injected a few seconds after she got hit, so a lot of the damage was already repairing by the time she was on a Vertwing out of the fire zone. Then she had surgery to get everything fixed up the second we landed. She’s fine.”
I have to protest. “Well, it’s still . . . sore, sometimes.”
Jackie looks my way. “Just sore?”
“It’s hard to explain,” I tell her as I stare at the ground. “It’s just . . . unless you’ve been shot . . .”
She looks at me like she can’t believe where I’m going with that line. “Unless I’ve been shot? Dodger, do you want to tell me someone you know who’s been shot more than me?”
“Uh, nobody, really. Sorry.”
Jackie frowns. “Don’t do that.”
“What?”
“Apologize. You’ve got nothing to be sorry about, Dodger. You took a bullet. I know it happened for a good reason.”
Yazzie nods. “Yeah. Saving our lives.”
I can’t help but shake my head. “That’s not . . . It’s not how it happened. I wish I could say it had been like you, Jackie, taking bullets to save someone’s life. But I’d . . . I’d just gotten done killing a third of my team off. I was so stunned that I . . .” I heave out as the memories flood back. “I just stood there because I couldn’t believe what I’d done.”
Jackie shakes her head as she looks over at Yazzie. “You were there?”
“Yeah.”
“Is that what happened?”
“No. Obviously not. People did die, but it was because they were saving us. If they hadn’t taken the position they had, the whole squad would’ve been wiped out. Dodger gave the order, and it was the right one. Everyone who got killed . . . They did it saving people they cared about. Us. They knew what they were risking.”
I heave out. “I just . . . If I had made a better decision. . .”
I feel Jackie’s hand touch my knee, and I immediately get how hard she’s stretching herself. I know how much she hates physical contact. “Dodger, I’m not going to pretend it just magically get easier. You will never forget that moment, and you’ll probably be wondering about whether you made the right call for . . . well, for a while, really. Here’s the deal. You can’t save everyone, no matter how much you want to. I mean . . .” She gestures to herself. “You know what I do, and even I can’t save everybody. When it comes to fighting and battles, especially when things are really hot, you’re not going to get everyone out alive. If you do, that’s a miracle.
“I know we . . . We haven’t talked as much as I wish we could’ve since I got back. All this . . . fighting, you know? It just doesn’t stop. But I looked into what you’ve been up to since I came around. Dodger, you’ve grown. You just did it your own way. You’re not ever going to be Tommy, who’s got a natural knack for being a leader. You’re not like Mike, who does his thing by kind of being this stoic golem in a fight. Not to mention that psychic intuition of his. Dodger, you’ve got two things going that other people don’t. You’re smarter than everyone else, but you also connect with people. Probably too much, but I can’t really criticize since I’m infamous for being unable to bond with anyone.”
She frowns and lowers her eyes for a second as she’s looking for more words. “What I think I’m trying to say is that, when we fought together, you kept judging yourself by whether you could shoot as well as someone else or by questioning why you weren’t as calm under pressure. And the thing is, you can look at other people and use them as a guide to being better, but you can’t judge yourself because you think someone else would’ve made a different call. You’ll never win that argument in your head. I don’t know if there was a better option when you were on the ground, but I’d never question your decision making or how much you care about your people.” Jackie moves her hand and pushes it into my chest. “You’re Dodger, one of the smartest people I’ve ever met. You’re the same girl that sharpened up so much she got put in charge of other people.” She looks at Yazzie for just a second. “People who believe in you. That means something.”
When she finishes, I just kind of . . . take a hard breath and stare her in the eyes. “I . . . Uh, thanks, Jackie. It’s just . . .” I look down and squeeze on my thighs. “It’s been hard, thinking about the people I lost. There was one girl on the team whose death . . . I don’t know, it’s hit me really hard, but even her parents said she respected me and maybe kind of even liked me.” I smile. “She even said I intimidated her, once. How the hell I could intimidate anyone . . .”
“Someone like you, who fought her way out of a Tower infested from top to bottom with the Creep? What’s not to be intimidated by?”
“I just . . . I don’t think I’m ready to go back to fighting yet.”
“Then don’t,” Jackie says as she looks over at Yazzie one more time. “No offense.”
“None taken.”
Jackie swings her eyes back my way. “Dodger, I can’t make decisions for you. If you decide to go back to fighting, then I’m absolutely sure that Yazzie’s going to have your back, but she’ll probably have your back even if you decide to do something else. I thought I heard you were going to try volunteering or something out here.”
“Yeah, actually I talked with Cynthia about doing some volunteer time, putting together food and medical stuff to get shipped out to the colonies.”
Yazzie interrupts. “And she’s been spending a lot of time already around the block, helping with getting some of the tech fixed or helping put food together for everyone.”
I shrug. “But that’s just busy work.”
And that’s when Jackie’s hand goes to my shoulder. “Shut up with that. God, Dodger, it really is like looking into a mirror sometimes when I talk to you,” she laughs.
“What are you talking about?”
“You do the same thing I do and pretend like you don’t do anything when everyone is trying to tell you that you actually do a lot. If you’re volunteering, and getting medical supplies together, and making people’s lives better . . . Why do you still feel like you’re not doing anything important?”
“Because it’s not . . . it’s not the militia.”
“And who the hell cares? Are the only stories worth talking about our military stories?” She stops and looks over at Yazzie again for a second. “But, I’ll tell you this. I know that your people want what’s best for you. Maybe right now that means volunteering. Maybe later it means getting back out there with them. My point’s that they’ll have your back whatever you do, and that counts for something. So, go do what you have to do that’s bet for you, because we’re going to be right behind you.”
I can feel my voice cracking a little. “Yeah. Yeah, you’re right. I’m . . .” I push a hand to my face for an instant as I suck in a deep breath. “You were . . . You’ve always been the best fighter I’ve seen, Jackie, but it wasn’t the fighting that made me totally proud to serve with you. It was just . . . you. Who you are. Even if you weren’t . . . you know, Jackie the soldier, you’d still be amazing to know. You just . . . you care, and . . . you inspire me.”
She chuckles as she brings her hands into her lap. “I’m not inspiring, Dodger. But, I’m glad you think so.”
“You are, Jackie. I know you’ve never thought so, but you are. I have my issues, but yours has always been thinking the worst about yourself. All that time you were missing, we never stopped talking about how amazing you were. You always inspired us. Me. Mikey. And yeah,” I laugh, “Especially Tommy.”
Jackie smiles as she gets up from her chair. “Alright, enough with the emotional crap. I’ve only got enough in my system to go so far, you know?”
Yazzie raises a hand. “You’re not leaving, are you?”
“Um, it kind of felt like . . . I don’t know, like that was the moment.”
“The moment? Are you tired?”
“No?”
“Do you have somewhere else you need to be?”
“Not . . . not in particular.”
“Then stick around and talk.”
Yazzie’s bluntness takes Jackie by surprise, and she looks like she’s struggling with even the idea that someone would invite her somewhere. She looks at me, like she needs a confirmation, and I wave her back down to the chair. “Come on, Jackie. Didn’t you just say we hadn’t done enough talking since you got back?”
“Yeah. I guess I did.” She looks behind her to the chair and, after waiting an almost embarrassingly long time, finally sits back down. “Thanks for the invite, guys.”
“That’s what friends are for.”




Mike’s Recording 15
Got to say, there’s never anything quite like walking into the Green Zone for the first time. A long time ago, it used to be a park. Want to know how I know? Because there’s a giant stone wall that surrounds most of the place with statues and plaques everywhere.
I normally like coming in from the south. There’s this big, golden statue that sits on top of a huge stone pillar. The statute’s got this woman, hand held high, as she rides on the back of three horses. At the bottom of the statue’s smaller carvings of people sitting at the base, this small pond being fed by the city’s water system. The whole thing feels victorious, like the spirit of the city. Things might be rough, but it survived, a lot like the zone. A lot of work has gone into restoring the Green Zone. It’s basically one of the greatest examples of culture and history we have in the city. 
Of course, it doesn’t look nearly like what it did five hundred years ago. A lot of the stone walls were replaced, and not all the statues survived. A lot were pieced together as best as they could be, using pictures from centuries ago. We know that the glass enclosure that surrounds every mile of the park went up before the August War, maybe to protect from extreme changes in the environment. Whatever the reason, every mile of the zone, from south to north and east to west, for miles, is enclosed in reinforced glass. That helps keep in the heat, protect from the weather, and grow the crops that Central Freedom is known for. Of course, most of the crops have been moved underground as Central has gotten more sophisticated, so there are huge greenhouses beneath the ground these days. Not even I’ve seen it, but from what I know, apparently they’re kept in these towering racks where plants are just grown on multiple levels. Pretty impressive sounding, at least to me.
When we get to the zone from the southern entrance, we waltz right in. No weapons checks or anything like that, the kind of thing I’m scared we’ll be seeing after Fort Silence gets settled in. I try not to think of it as we walk off the pavement and onto the dirt path leading deep into the park. It’s nice to see Jackie out of her armor. Kind of intimidating when she’s standing a foot taller than I remember, so her being back at normal height is nice, especially since I want to talk with her.
Course, she’s still Jackie. She knows why we’re there. We’re lagging behind Cynthia and Mandy when she looks my way. “You talked to Tommy, huh?”
I shrug and laugh. “Does it matter?”
“Mike . . .”
“Jackie, this is just me trying to get you to see Central Freedom. Remember when we used to just chill in the library and waste a day away? That’s what today is.”
She looks down and smiles. “Okay. I’m pretty sure I can live with that.” We pick up the pace and fall in with the others as we walk down the road. Jackie’s eyes are shooting everywhere, and they’re wide as saucers. “Everything’s so . . . green.”
“You’re not lying.” She really isn’t. “Once upon a time, they think that something like hundreds of thousands of people came to visit every day. You can tell by the stone walls that the park’s older than almost the rest of Central. Cynthia, do you know how old they think the Green Zone is?”
Cynthia’s eyes look skyward as she tries to remember. “Let’s see. I think maybe . . . three hundred years before the big Towers started going up?”
“Think that sounds right. Yeah, whatever war brought down the city, it didn’t happen until at least something like three hundred years after the Green Zone was first made as a park. Back then, people just came here to walk around, I guess.”
Jackie shakes her head. “I guess that makes sense. People like being outdoors even when they’re living in the middle of a city. I guess they built the park to give whoever lived on the island a place to go.”
“Seems right. Here in Central, when people were recovering, they started switching the park over to farming ground pretty quickly from what I understand. Glass enclosure gave them the protection they needed to do that. I couldn’t tell you how much of it was turned into farmland, but I think it was most of it. That’s how things stayed for a while, before things were stable on the island. The reason you don’t see much farming going on anymore’s because, after the people moved back into the city, they began a project to shift the farm’s underground. Safer that way, I’d guess.”
“Well, yeah. More protection from the environment. I mean, it’s not like we’ve got a healthy world to live in.”
“Pretty much. You want to know the crazy part?”
“What’s that?”
“Central’s amazing, but apparently, it always was. A long time before anyone thought of moving the farms underground, the people who lived in the city’d already built tunnels and caves that ran underneath big parts of the park, with tech that’s way older than the oldest tech we have.”
Jackie smiles. “Really? Interesting.”
“Serious. All Central had to do was move its farms below, into what’d already been built. Long time before the Towers, this city’d already built one of the most incredible water management systems around. Whole underground tunnels moving water across the island, taking wastewater to get it treated and cleaned. When people were recovering from the war, the technology to recover had already been around for centuries. All they had to do was turn it on.”
Cynthia looks my way. “Just remember, the survivors of the war did upgrade the plant. The waters became much more polluted after the Creep spread around the world.”
“True. Thing is, the basics were already in place. Whoever first built the city’d already done amazing stuff. There probably weren’t many better places to escape after the Fall than this place.”
Jackie nods, but she looks, I don’t know, not sad, but like something’s bothering her. “That makes . . . that makes a lot of sense, when I think about it.”
“Why you say that?”
“Something I’ve never looked into. You remember those numbers we used to hear in the Tower?”
“The weird ones we’d pick up on the radio?”
“Right. They were . . . they were coordinates. I didn’t really find that out until we were almost out of the Tower, and I didn’t learn how to interpret those coordinates until a few months after I woke up, but they would have led to somewhere here. This park.”
“Man. What are you thinking? Maybe we were picking up on some broadcasts that were still running from centuries before?”
“Maybe. I don’t really know what else it could’ve been. If they were being told to come here, I guess that’d make a lot of sense. With a water treatment plant and plenty of land to farm, it’d make the perfect place to retreat to if things went bad.”
“In an end of the world situation? Yeah. You’d want to find farmland and water.”
“I need to follow up on that soon. You know, find out exactly where the signal’s coming from. For right now though,” she says, looking up into the trees, “I’d like to just enjoy this.”
“Agreed,” I tell her as the road curves through some rolling green hills and leads further into the shade. I can see her looking around like she’s completely lost. “Something wrong?”
“The sun,” she says, looking up into the blue sky and bright yellow light. “It’s fake.”
“Yeah. The interior wall project a simulation to make it look like it would’ve looked centuries ago. Keeps the grass growing and makes you feel like you’ve gone back in time. You like it?”
“I’ve never . . .” I can see her swallow hard. “I’ve never seen the sun like this. When you’re out in the Deadlands, everything’s always so dark even when the sun manages to creep out from behind the clouds. Half the time, the world’s tinted red. You’re lucky when you get a half clear day.”
“Yeah. It’s completely different here in the Green Zone.”
“You get moments when the sun shines but never for this long. I’ve never seen anything like it.”
I grin at her. “You haven’t seen the half of it.”
She looks at me sideways, but I just motion everyone to come up the hill with me. We start to climb up over the grass slopes and come into view of a large plain. Out in front, there’s a big sand diamond that’s been shaped in the grass, and people are standing around in caps and uniforms. At home base, there’s a guy coming up to the plate, waving his baseball bat around and chatting with the umpire when he does. Jackie recognizes it. She used to play it back in the Tower.
I’m watching her, and it’s almost like she loses her breath as she walks up to the low fence separating us from the baseball field. Her chest is rising and falling like she’s having a panic attack, but she keeps herself under control as she grips the chain link fence. She’s looking from player to player, all of them standing around waiting for the pitch. Then, after a second, she heaves out, “They’re wearing my uniform.”
“Yeah. Noticed that too, first time I came around.”
Mandy looks up at her confused. “Your uniform? I guess you’re not talking about your armor.”
Jackie smiles. “No, my uniform’s . . .” She shakes her head. “Just check this out.” She taps at her jumpsuit’s gauntlet, and half a second later a hat’s forming in her hand. She’s got the biggest smile since I’ve seen her back with us as she’s the fitting cap onto her head, pulling her thick kinky hair through the back until she’s got a small afro pushing out of the hat. “My dad and mom actually helped adjust the way the hat fit so that it worked with my hair. It turned out pretty good. At least, I think so.”
Mandy’s eyes read the front of the cap. “NY?”
“Yeah. I never really thought about what the letters mean.”
She nods over at the baseball field. “But everyone’s got those on their uniforms here.”
“Yeah. Yeah, I can see that,” she says as she puts a hand to her chest and lets out a long breath. “This is where my uniform came from?”
I cut in. “Think so. Never been there myself but I’m told, across the river, you’ll find the ruins of a stadium. Lots of stuff there with that symbol. Cups, t-shirts, you name it. My guess? A team used to play there once. Big stadium too, so they were definitely pretty popular.”
“I haven’t thought about my uniform in a while.” She still looks like she’s having a hard time breathing. “That memory of my dad giving it to me, when I joined the baseball team . . . That’s one of my favorites.”
“One day, you’ll get back there, Jackie. You’ll be able to tell your dad you finally found where that uniform came from. Maybe one day, you’ll be able to bring him out here too and knock a few balls around the park.”
That makes her smile as she turns to me. “Thanks, Mike. This was . . . this was great.”
“Ready to keep heading in?”
“Yeah. That sounds just peaches.”
We wander for a while after that, just taking things in. It’s nice to see Jackie enjoying the sun with her old baseball cap on. Anyway, thing about the Green Zone’s that it’s around three miles from north to south, so it takes a while to cross. We have plenty of time to enjoy ourselves, but there’s just too much to take in for one day. Still, Jackie tries to. She stands in front of statues for something like ten minutes, just thinking about how big they are before pulling herself away. They’re everywhere. One, of a dog standing on a pile of stones and looking into the distance. A huge bust of a man with crazy hair, staring down from the top of a pillar. And my personal favorite, a massive statue of a man, sitting on a horse, wearing a crown and with two massive swords held over his head.
Still, it isn’t until we get to a lake that Jackie seems to get stuck in place. “It’s a lake,” she says, her eyes literally forced open. “You recycle enough water to keep it filled?”
“Yeah,” I tell her as we look across to the other side, where a line of trees stands on the shore and blocks any more viewing. “The system’s been pretty much perfected by now.”
“I mean, I’ve seen lakes. Not all of them are infested. But I’ve seen this. What exactly are those people doing?” she asks as she points to pairs of people rowing their way through the lake in boats.
“Boating. I know we didn’t really have any movies that showed this kind of stuff off when we lived in the Tower, but yeah. People just went boating with their time off. Guess it’s become something people like to do again.”
“That’s unbelievable. I mean, I knew bigger boats existed but . . . I guess I just didn’t think people would go out there in smaller boats for fun.”
“Yeah. This is why everyone wants a piece of Central Freedom. I don’t know any other place in the Deadlands that can do any of this.”
“I don’t either, and I’ve been around.”
Mandy interrupts as we’re standing there. “Can we take a break? I’m getting pretty tired. I think my feet are about to fall off.”
“Sure thing, Mandy,” I tell her as I look around. “Cynthia, you want to find some drinks and roll back this way after?”
She nods. “Sure. I know Mandy would like some strawberry water.”
Mandy smiles. “Yes, please.”
I look at Jackie. “You two chill here for a second. We’ll be back with something to cool off with.”
“Sure thing,” she tells me as I wander away with Cynthia. We’re probably not a dozen steps away when she squeezes my arm and buries her head into my shoulder.
“It’s going so well!”
“Yeah, it is,” I tell her with a grin. “Once she saw that baseball field, I could tell something in her brightened up. Like she was remembering that human side of her.”
“You could tell it really affected her.”
I reach over and squeeze her hand. “Why’re you so good to me, Ms. Silvera?”
“I’m just using you to stay in Central Freedom and out of the colonies.”
“I knew you were just taking advantage of the perks.”
“Of course. Why else would I stay with you?”
“I don’t know. You tell me?”
“It could have something to do with the way you make me laugh, or because you have such kind eyes.”
“These things? I guess they’re alright.”
She looks up and kisses me on the cheek. “They’re the only ones I want to see when I wake up.”




Jackie’s Recording 06
When Mike walks off, it’s just me and Mandy for a while. Now typically, I’m the last person you want taking care of your kid. I’m just not the caretaker type. I’d probably lose your child if you left things up to me. Not ‘cause I want to, you understand. It’s just I’m not great babysitting. Luckily, Mandy doesn’t need babysitting. She’s sharp. A little too sharp.
“Did you want to cry?” she asks me, point blank, while we’re sitting there watching the lake.
“What did you just ask me?”
“Did you want to cry. At the baseball field. I mean, I’m just wondering. Do you think that’s rude?”
“Probably rude, yeah. Most people don’t go wandering around trying to dig into people’s emotions like that.”
“You don’t have to answer, and I’m sorry if it got you angry.”
“Well, I didn’t say that either.” I can’t help but smile at her. “Yeah, I kind of wanted to cry. Thinking about my mom and dad does that.”
“You loved them?”
“Of course. And just FYI, they’re not dead. Geez. But yeah, we had some rough patches when I was growing up, but now that I’m older, I get it. When I was younger, sometimes I thought I hated them. Now, I get that they were just trying to look out for me.”
“Adults always say that.”
“Say what?”
“That they’re just trying to look out for you.”
“Well, of course. It’s true.”
“I guess.”
The way she says it bothers me. “Hey, kid. What’s wrong?”
“Don’t call me a kid.”
“You are one.”
“You don’t think I know that?”
Her attitude makes me smile even while I’m rolling my eyes into the back of my skull. “Alright, Mandy. So, you don’t like people looking out for you?”
“I need to be looked out for. I’ve seen what’s out there.”
“In the Deadlands?”
“Yeah. You think I grew up my whole life here in Central?”
“Well, I knew you’d come here with Mike, but I guess I hadn’t thought about it much.”
She looks away and back to the lake. “I know it’s tough out there. Sometimes though, it just feels like people tell you they’re looking out for you so they don’t have to think about what they’re doing.”
“How so?”
“It’s just that if you don’t have to explain yourself, it’s easier for you to just do things without worrying about it too much.”
“So, what you’re saying is that grownups make decisions they don’t think all the way through?”
“Obviously. They get away with it by telling you they’re just trying to protect you.”
That makes me take a deep breath. “That does sound like something I’m familiar with.”
“If you don’t have to answer to anyone, how can you make the right decisions?”
“I guess you can’t. But, nobody can. It’s hard, you know? Especially when you’ve got people you care about. When you get older, you have to make decisions that other people don’t always understand, not even if you try to explain it to them. So, sometimes you just have to make a decision and hope they understand later. It’s hard to explain unless you’ve lost someone.”
Her eyebrows sharpen along her brow. “You don’t think I’ve lost someone? Why do you think my sister’s raising me?”
“Mandy. I didn’t . . .”
“I saw my parents torn apart in front of me. Creepers ripped them limb from limb. Did you know that?”
I stare at her with my mouth hanging open for a second. “No. I’m sorry.”
“My sister and I got caught on the second story ledge of a building while they were on the first floor. I saw them ripped apart by Creepers while they were trying to find a way out for us. They were trying to find some way to save me and my sister.”
“Oh, my God. Mandy, I didn’t mean to—”
“It’s fine. You know how I told you Mike doesn’t treat me like a kid?”
“I remember.”
“I know I’m one. Nobody tells me anything. Maybe it’s because you’re right and I won’t really understand all the decisions older people make. It’s still nice for people to at least pretend that they think I’m smart. I don’t need to talk about my parents all the time. They’ve been dead for a while. Still, it’s nice for people to treat me like I’ve actually seen things. It’s annoying when people act like I’ve never been out there in the Creep or seen what can happen. I don’t know anyone else who’s seen their parents killed in front of them the way I did.”
The way she talks . . . She really is way too aware for her age. “Every time we talk, you remind me of me. I used to get irritated by the same stuff. Of course, I always had my parents, even when we weren’t close, so even I’ve never had to see what you did.” I take a deep breath as I play punch her in the shoulder. “Hey, Mandy. I promise I’ll be honest with you. No kid gloves. I mean it.”
“Thanks,” she says as she looks back at me. “Because I really do think you’re cool, Jackie. And not just because you’re . . . you know. Her. The Angel.”
“I’m not that great.”
“No. You’re smart. I like that.”
“What, your sister’s not smart?”
“She’s amazing, but she has to treat me like a kid. I’m her sister. She hates the fact that I had to see what I saw. I think she still blames herself even though it’s been years.”
“I can imagine. It’s hard to get over something like that.”
“That’s why she’s the only one who I’m okay with treating me like that. We both need it. She needs to protect me, and I need her to be my big sister. That’s why she’s the only person who can treat me like a kid.”
“I can definitely respect that.”
She looks past me and smiles. “Hey, Mike. Cynthia.”
A second later, Mike’s plopping onto the grass next to me. “Here,” he says as he extends a glass bottle to me. “Water. Didn’t think you’d want anything fancy.”
“Nah, I’m good with water,” I say with a smile before looking over at Cynthia. “What did you get?”
“Strawberry water,” she says as she sits next to Mandy and hands her a bottle. “Flavored water. Mandy loves the stuff. So do I.”
“Sounds tasty. I’ll have to try it sometime.”
Mandy pops open the top of her bottle and smiles. “Just as long as it’s not mine.”
I smile back at her as I take a drink. For a little while we just sit there, chatting while we relax on the lawn and watch the boats floating along the lake. We don’t talk about Fort Silence or fighting or anything like that. Everything’s about Mandy’s schooling, Cynthia’s doctor stuff, or Mike’s cooking lessons. They even ask me if I want to get a normal job in the city or just take up a hobby. I don’t really know how to answer that, which they get. Still, I’ve got to admit, while we’re sitting there, just talking and relaxing, I feel something that I haven’t felt in a while.
I feel normal.




Personal Recording of the President, Gabriel Branagh 16
I’m standing next to Jackie, who’s come only in her jumpsuit, as we watch the courtyard lawn in front of Central Primary. At that hour, with night on us, the entire courtyard’s lit up by rows of lights built into the surrounding buildings that shine down on the crowds. On both sides of the lawn, visitors from around the city are seated, watching as a procession of militia members from Fort Silence march up 41st street, music drifting up the streets as they walk through the outer gate and onto the courtyard. There’s got to be a hundred of them, all in dress uniform, their trousers tucked neatly into their boots and their military caps tucked down tightly over their heads. You can hear the brass playing, some of the men and women on trumpets, others on tubas and trombones. At the head of it all, you can see the procession leader, his staff in hand as he leads the band forward. Anyone who’s not carrying an instrument is marching in step just behind the procession leader and the band as they filter into the courtyard.
I notice Jackie’s eyes wide as she watches, and I can’t help looking over at her. “It looks like you’re enjoying it.”
“I’ve never been to anything like this. What . . . I don’t recognize all the instruments.”
“We’ll get you acquainted with them later on. Just enjoy the show for right no. This is the brass part of the procession.”
“There’s more?”
“Just wait until you hear the bagpipes.”
She looks up at me, confused. “Bagpipes?”
Almost in time to it, we listen as a distinct sound of windpipes starts to play through the courtyard as the back half of the band enters. Some have a huge drum strapped across the front of their bodies, their drumsticks beating against it as they filter inside, slowly forming a rotating circle moving one direction while the bagpipe players filter in, forming a circle moving the opposite direction. As the drums and windpipes keep playing, the band members standing on the edge of the courtyard begin a slowly march around the perimeter, taking steps in rhythm with drums. While we watch, there’s this loud sound, like fabric unrolling, and Jackie turns, surprised, like she thinks we’re being attacked. Instead, she watches as the banner of Central Freedom unrolls from the top of Primary, covering the front of the banner in a wall of blue with a single golden tower positioned in the center.
“This is amazing,” she says as she looks from the flag and back to the bands playing in front of her. The music is swelling as the bands shift songs and formation, the bagpipe players giving way as dancers rush in, filling the center of the courtyard as the beat pick up, their legs moving in time to quickening pace. It’s mostly young women, wearing dresses that play on the military colors of the city, but there’s a few men in the center there, too. I can’t help but smile but watch as Jackie starts clapping to the tune, even as it’s starting to die down and the dancers come to a stop, falling in line as the bands start to circulate again, moving in intricate formations with one another. Lines of them crisscross with each other, the music never stopping until they’ve formed multiple straight rows all looking toward me and Jackie, and the rest of the representatives from government, all standing at doors to Primary.
Then, just when she’s thinks it’s over, we watch as explosions ring out through the dark sky. Big, bold explosions of orange and red. Jackie’s hand is over her chest as she watches, the firework erupting in the air as the bands play one final tune. When I look over, the poor girl’s actually got tears running down her cheeks. I don’t say anything. Instead, I just wave to the bands as they come to the final moments of their song, the fireworks overhead concluding with a magnificent explosion of fireworks. All around us, the crowd applauds as it all comes to an end, the music going silent and the lights going low before a single light falls on one of the buglers standing at the center of the courtyard.
“What’s going on?” she asks me.
I squeeze on her shoulder. “As a people, it’s important that we celebrate our victories together. At the same time, it’s important for us to remember the sacrifices of those who died to for our freedoms. This song is a memorial to them.” And with that, the bugler plays his long, lonely tune, the light on him slowly fading as the last taps of the bugle fade into the dark. After a long moment of quiet, one of the lights turns on me. I switch on my headset for just a second, my voice echoing out through the speakers around the courtyard, “In honor of all those who came before us and gave their lives to keep us safe, and in the hope of an even better future yet to come. Thank you all for attending.”
I give one final wave as the band kicks up again, the buglers and drummers starting the music again as the procession starts to turn, moving back toward the walls and the exit gate, back out onto 41st street as they exit back into the streets. The sounds of their music fades and finally comes to a stop. Then, a second later, the men and women on bagpipes, trailed by the groups of dancers who are now stepping in formation, begin their walk out, the steady beat of the drums following everyone out into the night.
Jackie wipes at her eyes. “Uh, thank you, Mr. President,” she says, embarrassed.
“You know, I’m dead serious when I talk about the importance of building culture. Everything we do today and tomorrow, every decision we make, it defines who we are as a people. Our traditions, our music, our way of life, it all has to be about more than just fighting. It has to be about principles. These celebrations we do, sure, they draw upon our military bands to perform them. At the end of the day though, what is our military serving for. What are the principles we’re fighting for.” I motion out to the people, who’re clapping with the last sounds of the drums vanishing in the distance. “I know who I’m fighting for. That’s why I never doubt my commitment to the principles of freedom, democracy, and respect for others. Even if that means I take risks that others don’t agree with. Even if that means I’m willing to try and make peace with people we’ve historically been enemies with. We can never abandon our commitment to our ideals.”
She nods as she continues to wipe at her eyes. “I’m trying to figure out what mine are too.”
“You’ll get there, Jackie. I believe in you.”




Dodger’s Recording 12
I’m lying on the couch, my head on Tommy’s shoulder, when I realize he’s staring up at the ceiling. “Babe?” I ask him. “What’s wrong?”
“Mike and Jackie went out to the Green Zone today.”
“I thought that was the plan?”
“It is. I’m glad they went. I guess I’m just worried about me and Jackie.”
I push off of him and put my arm around his shoulders. “Hey. Is everything okay?”
“Yeah. Yeah.”
“Tommy.” He takes in a deep breath and leans over, his hands wiping down his face. I can see the edges of his eyes watering up while he’s trying to hold it together. “Tommy, what’s going on?”
“I told you me and Jackie got into an argument at Fort Silence.”
“Yeah. You didn’t go into a lot of details.”
“Because I respect her, and I love her so damn much. I didn’t want to say anything bad, but . . .”
“Tommy, Jackie’s amazing, but she’s not perfect. What happened to you two?”
“I told you she came into my room at four in the morning and we got into an argument. I didn’t tell you that she broke a chair when she got angry at me, or that she whipped out these . . . these claws, like Judge or Sally would.”
“She didn’t do anything to you, did she?”
“No. She never would. And, to be honest, I get being angry and doing things you regret. What hurt me, Dodger . . . “ He wipes at his eyes, and I just l lean onto him and rub his back. “What hurt me is that she was drunk when she was doing it. Believe it or not, but I could accept the rest of what she did. I get becoming that angry. I don’t really even care if someone gets tipsy. But getting drunk, coming to my room, breaking furniture . . .”
“Sounds like someone you’ve told me about before.”
“Yeah. My dad.”
“I’m so sorry, Tommy.”
“I’ve stared down Creepers, monsters like Judge and Sally, raiders with their guns pointed at me . . .” His hands slap down onto his knees. “Tiffany, it made me feel like an eight-year-old kid again, with my dad smashing a hole in the wall. Right before he’d grab me so hard my arm would nearly pull out of the socket. Right before he’d lock me in the closet.”
He never calls me by my first name, and hearing it like that, I just know he’s serious. My hand drops down to his, and our fingers wrap together as we’re sitting there. “I’m here for you.”
I can feel his body rise and fall as he takes a deep breath. “I know. I’ve just . . . I’ve been going over it in my head every hour since it happened. I don’t want to see my dad in Jackie. I can’t. I could never call her a friend again if that happened.”
“Hey, Tommy, it was a mistake. People get to make a mistake. You haven’t talked to her about this yet, so maybe she doesn’t even know how hard you took it. Give her one mistake. We know Jackie. We know she would do anything for you. Once she realizes what happened . . .”
“I just don’t know when I can talk to her anymore. I feel like she’s just really angry with me but doesn’t even realize how deep she cut me.”
“We’ll talk to her. We’ll talk to her, Tommy.”
“She’d never drank before. That’s what I’m chalking it up to.”
I lean over and kiss his cheek. “We’ll get this figured out. Me and you.”
Tommy looks back at me and smiles. “Right. We’ve always been better together.”




Watson’s Recording 03
I suppose it would be appropriate, for posterity’s sake, to record all my duties here at Fort Silence. While the rest of the diplomatic team deigned it necessary to return to Central Freedom, I volunteered to stay on and perform an assessment of the equipment being held here at the fort. Of course, of the military vehicles, there isn’t much to say. Late war era military devices that hadn’t seen any form of maintenance until they were reclaimed by the survivors of the Following Fall. Impressive enough, I suppose. The vehicles are Apeiron designed. The bulky walker suits are mostly Apeiron created as well, with some elements of Carthaginian tech adapted into them. Circuits, power relays, those sorts of things.
Of course, none of it compares to the Dynamis, which I will be inspecting later in the week. As I understand, General Yousef’s more than reluctant to put it to any use without some form of expert analysis. There is no greater expert than I, after all, so I shall be, hm, enjoying my time later this week. Such fascinating vehicles, the larger Apeiron war machines. It simply baffles the learned mind to think the Creep was able to survive the onslaught of Apeiron’s greatest technology in the last days of the August War.
Which, of course, is why I found it no surprise that the general was investigating alternative methods of destroying the Creep. Two, in fact. I’ve spent the better part of the last few days reviewing the first method for interrupting the Creep’s biological structure using a technological approach. In fact, it’s an idea I’ve wondered about but never felt I could put into action at Central, precisely for the reason the general noted. Such a plan would require infiltration into a centralized source of Creep control and the military power to put the plan into motion. The device would simply be a far more complex and sophisticated version of the repulsion poles we use to fend off the Creep, a Pocket Space empowered energy bomb, of sorts. This device, though, would be far more potent. Placed at a source of Creep control, it could potentially eliminate Creep activity for miles around it. Functionally, it would slip into Pocket Space, from which it would begin emitting the type of energy waves necessary for suppressing the Creep. A risky plan, but one with amazing outcomes if it were successful. Calibration for the device would need to be extremely precise, however, as even a slight deviation in the frequency it emitted would simply stimulate an overwhelmingly aggressive Creep response.
Did I mention the second plan the general had in mind? Ah, no, I don’t believe I’ve spoken about it. Yes, he arrived today in the middle of my inspection of the laboratory I was setting up for my time here. It must have been . . . hm, perhaps six in the evening when I saw him arrive. At first, I was inclined to shoo him out of the lab. After all, general or not, the primacy of scientific advancement must be respected. I can’t very well probe the intricacies of science if I haven’t the appropriate facilities, and having people stomping about whenever they want to simply won’t do.
However, it’s not a lab yet, so when he does arrive, I fail to mention the lack of manners he displays. I simply greet him with a smile, something I am always being told to do more of. “May I help you, General Yousef?”
“Ah, Doctor Watson.” That smile he gives me . . . I’ve lived five hundred years and seen little that is less genuine. “I was wondering if we could talk about an idea I have for the Creep.”
“The device, yes. I believe I’ve already told you that I am only at a preliminary stage of investigation.”
“No, not that. I was thinking something more along the line of a failsafe. Something to help us if the device should fail.”
“Fail?” If anything fails, it’s my ability to hide the feeling of insult I experience. “Are you implying I won’t do my part to ensure the success of your project?”
“I’m a military man. Surely, you of all people understand the importance of having . . . backup plans, should one plan fail. It’s lives at risk, after all.”
“I suppose.” He chooses his words with all the pickiness of a wine connoisseur. “What sort of backup plan were you thinking of?”
“A viral one. If we’re not able to destroy a local source of Creep control, I believe we can pass along a virus that could at least destroy some of the creatures infected by the Creep.”
“You want to target the Stilts, then.” The codename for the humanoid Creepers commonly found throughout the Creep. “They are indeed a nuisance.”
“I’d also like to target the Rocs that make it impossible to stay in the sky, if possible, though I’m mostly concerned about the Creepers on the ground. They put my men at constant risk.”
“Understandably.” I must admit, at this point, I remain confused as to the general’s request. “So, what is it you would like me to do, precisely?”
“I would like for you to take over a research project we’ve been working on here at the fort. For quite a while, we’ve been hoping to develop a virus that we could introduce into the Creeper population. I’m sure you know this, but the Creep releases quite a lot of chemicals and hormones into the air.”
“Of course I know it. Do you take me for a second-year biology major?”
He laughs at me. At me! “I’m not even sure what that means, doctor. What I do know is that you’re a genius, if I’ve heard right.”
“Genius. I simply apply the principles of science to their logical end.”
“And you produce results I’ve never heard anyone else is capable of. That’s why I’d like you to take a look at our project. We’ve been trying to develop a virus that transmits through the air, jumping along the chemical trail that Creepers produce until the virus lodges in the host itself.”
“Aerial transmission.”
“Placed in soldiers who can safely carry it because it would only target Creepers. It would only take one encounter for the virus to transmit.”
“I must admit, it is, hm, an intriguing concept, particularly if you’ve already successfully completed the foundational work necessary.”
“We have. It’s nothing we’d want to introduce into the population anytime soon. Like I said, it’s just a backup plan in case we aren’t able to deal with the Creep using your Pocket Space bomb.”
I shake my head. “A scientific endeavor . . . it requires time, and focus. You cannot split your attention between projects and expect optimal results.”
“You’d have every member of the labs available to you.”
“And how would that address the fundamental problem of limited human cognitive power? The power of a river is weakened when it is split.”
He smiles and looks away, as if he’s ashamed to have even mentioned such a notion. “I’m sorry. I am an intelligent man, but I don’t possess the genius of my father or even the intelligence of my inventor sister. I grew up on the stories of great creators and scientists who were able to do amazing things, but it was always hard to tell what was just a story.” He turns his back to me, dismissing me like some whining child. “I should have known those were just legends and fairytales.”
He must be a few feet away from the exit before I feel compelled to protest. “I’d prefer you to know that I consider myself the equal of any scientist you may have read about. My entire life has been dedicated to the pursuit of accomplishing the extraordinary, of harnessing the raw essence of the natural world for the benefit of mankind.”
“I understand. I’m sorry I implied you could manage two projects though. I should have realized it would be a difficult feat, particularly after you’ve spent such a long time away from your field.”
“That is entirely uncalled for. I have more than the cognitive capacity to manage two projects at once.”
The general slowly turns back around to me. “That’s all I’m asking for your help with. If you really are the equal of those great men of the past, then you can help us defeat the Creep even faster than if we tried to do this without your help. But, it’s really up to you if you want to test yourself that way, to see if you can thrive even when the stakes are at their highest.”
“Of course I can,” I nearly spit back at him. “But I’d be a mere fool if I didn’t at least ask you why such urgency to have both projects accelerated.”
“The truth?”
“Yes. The truth is the greatest pursuit of all.”
He takes a deep breath before continuing. “I’m going to mention this when I speak to the Advisory Council and War Council from Central Freedom, but our spies in the Deadlands have reported that the raiders being led by the Tank intend to direct the Creep against us. Soon.”
“What? How so?”
“We have plans in place to find out, though I understand it has something to do with an energy bomb much like the one you and I have discussed. However, I can’t wait just sit around, hoping to learn more about their plans. I have to prepare for the worst. That’s why I’d hoped you would agree to leading the most brilliant minds in all the Deadlands. Because . . . because I’d hoped you’d have the genius to help ensure the future of what’s left of the civilized world.”
Of course, the notion that the raiders could direct the raw power of the Creep against us . . . It would not be the first time I’d heard of such a plan. The proposed energy bomb wouldn’t be the only means of directing the Creep against an enemy. There are brute, inelegant methods of doing so, using Pocket Space fields to attract waves of Creepers. Even the idea makes me quickly realize the severity of our circumstances, should the raiders be remotely close to completing their plans. After all, of everyone in both Central Freedom and Fort Silence, only I have borne witness to a city consumed by the sheer might of the Creep. It takes only a brief moment before I nod and give my consent. “Yes. Yes, of course. I would be happy to manage both projects. I would need to familiarize myself with the work you’ve completed until now.”
“I’d expect nothing less. Please, come with me. I’ll catch you up to date on the viral project we’ve been working on so far.”




Mike’s Recording 16
I find Jackie on the roof, which has pretty much become the go-to place for finding her. She’s always there on the edge, staring down. As I’m walking over to her, she turns her head, looking at me from behind that mask of hers. “Remember when we used to look down from the roof when we were kids?”
“Kidding me? I still feel like one. That was just a few years ago we were doing that.”
“True. I guess things start to feel a lot longer once you’ve died.”
“Don’t know that experience. I can tell you life feels long after you’ve been hunted by a bunch of fanatics.”
“But you survived,” she says with a smile.
“I had the instinct for it. You had the same instincts, except yours were stronger.”
“Nah. I just had better luck.”
I come up beside her and stare down from the roof. Way beneath us, there are people walking along, even as late as it’s gotten. The windows up and down the block are lit, like glitter in the dark. “Remember when we used to wonder if there was even a ground floor?”
“How could I forget? The Darkness was everywhere. The only thing we could see was that other Tower.”
“Yeah. Still wonder about that place sometimes. Never found out if it was even a place like ours. You know, one with a huge Pocket Space engine built into it.”
“I never went there either. One day, when I go back home, I’ll explore that place. You never know what you might find.”
“True. Course, that’s all we used to wonder about back then. What’s out there? What’s life like? Does it get better than having to worry about living with Security breathing down our backs?”
She sighs as she looks away. “Are you hear to talk about the Tower, or is this about President Branagh approving an alliance with Fort Silence?”
“If you want to know, then word just came down that the final approval from the councils were in, so he’s going to sign off on it.”
“You’re going to preach to me, aren’t you?”
“Tell me when I’ve ever done that.”
She smiles and looks my way. “Never. I guess we always had some sorta . . . connection. Tommy and I are best friends, but you were my first . . . I don’t know. It’s hard to describe, you know?”
“Crush slash quasi friend?”
“Is that the term for it?”
“Hey. We were pretty close back in the Tower. The closest.”
“Well, there’s no denying that. You saved my life.”
“You did the same for me.” I take a deep breath as I stand beside her. “You enjoy the Green Zone?”
“Are you kidding? It was probably the single most beautiful place I’ve ever seen.”
“When we went there, I wanted you to just have a normal day, you know?”
“I kinda understood that, but . . . I needed it. It really did me some good.”
“I’m happy. Thing is, I also took you out there for another reason.”
“Why’s that?”
I nod out to the city. “Jackie, I’ve never known anyone to put herself on the line like you. I know you want to protect people. Pretty hard to do that, though, if you’ve never seen who you’re protecting. Those people paddling out there in their boats. Kids running around in the fields. People who’re just trying to play a baseball game in the evening. Then there’s Cynthia and Mandy. That’s who I’m fighting for.”
“Mike.” She bows her head. “I came here to help you protect them.”
“And based on everything you’ve ever done, I’m trusting you on this Fort Silence thing. If someone asks whether it’s a good idea to make this alliance, I can always put my trust in you. I believe in you, Jackie. If you say something’s the right call, I’ve been friends with you longer than anyone else out here. I’ve fought beside you. Hell, I’ve cried about you when I thought you were dead.”
“Yeah. I’m sorry about that.”
“Don’t think you could’ve done anything about it,” I say with a grin aimed at her. “Point is, you’re saying the alliance is a good idea, so I’m with you. You’re telling me to put some trust in Yousef, so I’m with you.”
“It’s not like I think he’s some all-knowing, perfect leader, Mike. I just think . . . I don’t know. When you listen to those stories about how he lost his sister in the Creep, it’s hard not to see that he’s struggling like a lot of us are. I just think he wants to protect people because he knows what it’s like to lose them, is all.”
“Like I said, I’m trusting you on that. I don’t know the man.”
“But?”
I cross my arms and turn to her. She shifts a little and looks me dead in the eyes. “But if things go sideways, and he turns out to be more power hungry than you’re making him out to be?”
“He won’t.”
“But if he does.”
She shakes her head. “You know, I’m always on your side, Mike. But the people in this city need someone that can protect them, and I can’t be that person. Not without some structure, some system in place. There’s just too much out there to fight, and I . . . I’m never going to back down from the fight, but I won’t always make the right calls. That’s what the system is for.”
“Jackie, I get that. When the system fails though . . .”
“Everyone’s talking like they want it to fail. We need to give it a chance. We need to give Yousef a chance to show how secure he can make things.”
“He’s getting that chance, Jackie. I’m just saying, push comes to shove, I’m going to need you to be able to admit if you’re wrong. To help us push him out if we have to.”
I can see her eyes narrowing behind her mask. “Would you listen to yourself? You’re talking like you want it to fall apart before we’ve even tried it. You think we can survive out here without Fort Silence? We need to trust Yousef. If that means we have to change the way things work out here, then we have to give it a chance.”
“And when’s enough enough? I just need to know if there’s a line in the sand. What will it take to make you admit you were wrong and say it’s time to break that alliance?”
“I . . . I don’t know, Mike.”
Can’t help the frown across my face as I look away for a second. “That’s dangerous. Can’t get into something like this if you don’t even know the lines you’re not willing to cross. If you always defend his actions by saying it’s for everyone’s own protection . . . we might end up having martial law if we just keep giving him more control.”
“That’s worse than seeing everyone die? Than losing Central because we weren’t willing to do what was necessary to make sure everyone lived to see another day? It’s not just the Creep, Mike. Those raiders are bringing hardware that you guys can’t match without Fort Silence.”
My head snaps back to her. “Don’t think I get that? Spent a year here now, Jackie, giving my life up for these people. Willing to die for these people.”
“I’m not saying you didn’t.”
“Might be hard to believe, but I know Central better than you. You’re faster, stronger, but Central’s been my home for a long time now. I’ll live and die for Cynthia and Mandy. I’ve seen how weak we can be and how we need to get stronger. You know what though? I still haven’t given up on how necessary our freedoms are. Jackie, we were in it together back in the Tower. Me and you. When nobody was asking questions, who were the only two doing it?”
She looks at me from just under the slits in her helmet. “Us. You know that.”
“I do. That’s why I need you to understand, nitty gritty, when things get right down to it, I’m not willing to give Yousef the kind of power they had over us in the Tower. Not even remotely. The second a person can’t walk where they want without feeling like they have to look over their shoulder . . .”
“That just might be something we have to have if we’re going to make sure everyone stays safe.”
“Well, then in a century, we’ll be alive and just repeating the mistakes that got made in the Tower. Putting a society out there that survives on fear and intimidation, I’m not sure that’s worth fighting for. So, if I have to, I’ll fight for this city, this society. The one we’ve made in Central. Doesn’t matter who I have to take the fight to.”
Her face tilts up, and then it’s just me and her staring at each other at the edge of the building, wind whipping at my hair and her eyes cutting at me through the dark. “What’re you telling me, Mike. Just give it to me straight.”
“I love you, Jackie. You’re the only person I had in the Tower to talk to about the world out here. You’re the person who came to save me when I was being hunted, and you kept me from becoming so depressed that I could’ve . . . could’ve ended things early. I would’ve never gotten a chance to meet Cynthia and Mandy if not for you. Because all of that, I’m trusting you on this alliance.” Our eyes are locked, and I suck in a deep breath. “But if you stand by that alliance when things are starting to look like the Tower, if you’re not willing to stop that before it goes too far, we’re going to end up on different sides of this thing. Just . . . please don’t let that happen.”
“Are you saying you’d fight me, Mike?”
I shake my head and start to step away. “I don’t want to, Jackie. That’s not even close to necessary if you just keep your head up and don’t trade away our freedoms.”
She’s still calling out to me as I’m heading for the roof exit. “You want to be that person, Mike? You? After everything we’ve been through, you want to be the one who fights me?”
It stops me in my tracks, and honestly, when I look back on her, my eyes are burning. “No, Jackie. It’ll break my heart if I have to.”
“You want to . . . You’ve seen what I can do. Do you really want me to have to . . . to have to defend this alliance by fighting you? If you do something that puts the alliance at risk, then lives will be on the line. I’ll . . . I’ll have to step in. Do you think you can win that fight?”
“Jackie, it’s been a long time,” I tell her as I drop my head. “I can’t beat you if we’re just talking about strength, but let’s not forget something. I just have to miss one dose. One. That’s all it takes for it to come back.”
Even from here, through the slits in her helmet, I can see she’s almost crying, too. “It?”
“This,” I say as I tap on my temple, a spark of blue fire escaping my fingertips before I drop my hand to my waist. “I’m the one who nearly brought down the Tower. Remember?”
“Is that really what you want, then? Where you want this to go?”
“No. But I have to protect this city. No, I have to protect Cynthia and Mandy. That’s more important than anything else. I brought them here from the Deadlands, and I’ll do whatever I have to to make sure they stay safe. And I’m not going to let them live in the same world I did, where saying the wrong thing could get you arrested. Where you wonder if life’s worth living. So, whatever happens between you and me, whatever our future is . . . I’m putting that in your hands, Jackie.”




CLASH OF THE TITANS





Personal Recording of Devleena Kumar 01
There’s nothing like the rumbling of a Vertwing’s hull plates while your legs are swinging in the breeze to really put some life into you. Our bird’s in the air over Central Freedom as we’re dropping in for the first time since Fort Silence and Central Freedom decided to shake hands and play nice.
The whole time, all I’m thinking is that it’s about time we took it to the raiders.
Behind me,  I hear a voice shouting out to me. “Sergeant. We’re five minutes out from Central Primary.”
“Yeah, I got it,” I tell him as our bird starts to dip, its wings tilting as the repulsors shudder, the whole Vertwing starting to descend. The city looks like a jewel from the sky, way different from the blocky concrete buildings in Fort Silence. My gigantic hand holds tight to the railing above me, bracing as we angle down through those huge skyscrapers and the garrison at Primary. “This is going to be one hell of a party,” I shout back at the team. “Wait until we tell the boys back home we got to walk the streets of a real city and not wander the Deadlands while being waist high in Creep.”
The whole sky’s filled with Vertwings coming in for landing on the rooftops of the surrounding buildings, where I’ve been told we’ll be staying. Overhead, I hear the roaring sound of our Talon escorts angling away to avoid the cloud of incoming Verts. “It’s beautiful,” I shout back over the roar of the Vertwing. “When we make our drops on those raider compounds with a thousand pounds of missiles raining down on the enemy? Death from the sky. They’ll never know what hit them.”
Our bird’s descent starts to slow as we’re approaching the courtyard. We got cleared for the first class treatment, with a parking spot right in front of Primary herself. As we’re dropping in, I can see my people below, men and women from the fort who’re already unloading their gear and getting ready to settle in. Need a place to bed down when night comes, after all. Though, if I’m being out in the open about what I’m thinking at the time, then I really just want to get a view of the Green Zone. The thought of 20-foot statues everywhere and a lake where people go boating is almost too much to believe.
Soon we’re on the ground and the bird’s repulsors have shut down. It feels good to get back on solid ground, though the second my foot hits the ground, all eyes look at me and the team. It’s kind of hard to avoid ten-foot-tall walking tanks with battle armor as thick as a man’s body and boots that shake the ground when we’re on the move. We’re not the only people walking around in power armor on the grounds. There are troops from Fort Silence riding around in that Apotheosis class power armor. Don’t get me wrong, it’s good stuff. Agile, lightweight, strong as hell compared to a regular soldier, slides like butter along the ground, and can take anything short of a rocket to the chest. It’s not really different from what you see the raiders wearing, that Absolution class armor.
It's just that none of it can put a dent in what we’re rolling in. Our armor, the Zero-One, wasn’t designed for fighting normal infantry. We can, but it’s not our specialty. The Zero-One was created with the sole purpose of being able to pound every other class of power armor into the ground.
“Equipment check!” I shout to everyone, going through my own weapons as they go through theirs. There’s the obvious, of course. A rifle more than five feet long that fires penetrating, heated spikes with enough force to puncture a tank. Then there’s the less obvious, the grenades the size of a man’s head that line our waists. Sure, they’re too heavy for any normal person to carry, but we’re not exactly normal in these suits. Then there’s the blades strapped under our wrists. Grotesque, huge blades, but they are awesome. Cuts a suit of power armor clean in half. Well, other people’s power armor.
Everyone looks my way and confirms they’ve got their gear. It’s all I need. We start rolling to the doors of Central Prime to check in with whoever’s managing personnel. While we’re walking, I can’t help but take a look at our reflection in the glass windows. We’re giant war machines walking between little people, and it’s one damn beautiful sight. Standing there, my death’s head helmet staring back at me with those vacant eyes, a four-armed deity painted across the heavy breastplate of my armor. It all takes me back to the day I picked my codename. Kali, the goddess of destruction. 




Excerpt from “On Purity,” by Yousef Suliman 01
Humanity stands on an edge between its past and its future. While many consider its greatest threat to be the Creep and the many threats that exist in the Deadlands, the truth is that humanity’s greatest threat does not come from the outside. Instead, humanity faces its greatest challenges from within.
Although we can only view the history of our race imperfectly, thanks to the great loss of knowledge that happened in the Following Fall, we understand that throughout the vast majority of our history, humanity remained pure. It had no other choice but to do so. There was no Creep, no strange and violent powers that existed in the world.
From ancient times, mankind existed and thrived on the basis of its spirit, its ingenuity, and its determination. Sweat and blood greased the wheels of progress and brought humanity from its roots as a cave dwelling species to the peak of human existence. From ancient days spent chasing animals for miles during a hunt, to an era in which it flew cars through the sky and grew enough food to feed the entire human species several times over, our people drew upon the nobility of the human spirit to reach a cultural greatness we have never again achieved.
Imagine, a world in which flight was common, in which all people were instantly connected to one another thanks to an extensive telecommunication infrastructure, and in which the machines of men towered over cities and guarded against danger. It was a world of unparalleled prosperity. But, mankind in its hubris overstepped its bounds and attempted to change its fundamental nature.
In my life, I have never possessed the religious streak of my departed sister. However, tales of mankind’s pride are found throughout religious traditions from around the world. In the Christian belief, mankind constructed a tower with the intention of breaching the gates of heaven. In Islamic tradition, there is a similar story, of an ancient ruler attempting to build a tower to confront God.
I am not concerned with the truth of such stories. What should concern all of mankind, however, is the lessons these stories teach us. Mankind’s impulse to become more than human, to become gods, has driven some of the worst scientific endeavors in our history.
I do not need to remind anyone of the August War or the Following Fall. I do not need to remind anyone that it was thanks to untamed pride that we experimented with forces we did not understand and paid the heaviest of prices. Although how it happened has been lost to us, there is no one who argues that the current state of the world is not the fault of our own ancestors. We toyed with a power and welcomed a deadly evil, the Creep, that possesses such destructive force that it nearly wiped out mankind.
But have we learned anything from our hubris? Have we learned the lesson of our ancient past? No. It is clear that we have not. Because even today, we continue to toy with forces we do not understand. The Deadlands are a testament to mankind’s continuing folly. Out there, beyond the safety of the walls which guard Fort Silence or the bridges that separate Central Freedom from the mainland, there still persists those who would change the fundamental nature of mankind in order to achieve greater power. These people hope to reclaim the ancient technology of our ancestors, to use it to make themselves stronger. It is the greatest arms race in the history of mankind. The arms race meant to harness the Creep.




Dodger’s Recording 13
Truth is, it’s hard to really say how much has changed. Maybe I’ve just become so used to being disappointed by things that I’ve kind of stopped getting too hopeful about the world. I know that’s depressing as hell, it’s just hard to really get excited about things when life’s always trying to flip on you. I’m not saying the situation in Central doesn’t bother me. I mean, it does. It probably bothers Tommy more though. It feels like it’s personal for him. Everywhere we go, he’s always on edge.
Like the other day, we’re walking down the street, just minding our own business. He’s got this look though, like he wants to scream. I tug on his sleeve and kind of just lightly bump into him. I’m trying to get his attention while being cute enough about it that he doesn’t get frustrated. “You okay there, pal?”
He smiles at me. “What do you think?”
“Maybe not?”
His eyes look past me, to one of the building walls. Behind the crowd that’s marching along the sidewalk, there’s two soldiers standing there with rifles strapped over their shoulders. It’s frustrating, and I huff a few strands of hair out of my face. “I know that I always wanted to get out of the Tower just to go back to being in a military dictatorship.”
“At least they haven’t made any arrests yet,” he says as we keep walking. “The president made sure to bargain so that policing and military personnel were kept separate. I guess I’m just hoping at this point that the agreement holds up.”
“Well, I’d say I’m with you on that one.”
Just after we’ve gotten across the street, we hear the hum of a tank as it’s driving by. We both turn around to watch the blue repulsors of about three tanks pushing the vehicles along, all of them speeding off down the street. I shake my head. “I wonder where they’re going?”
“To be honest, I resent the fact that I have to think about fighting even when I’m off duty now that there’s a military presence everywhere.”
It makes me frown a little, but he’s not totally wrong. Just looking down the street, I can see where soldiers are doing security checks before people walk into a building. “When did they start doing those?”
“When the War Council became convinced that the reason the raiders were able to hit us so hard was because they were being fed information from our side.”
“Spies? What the hell?” I whisper. “I mean, I guess they could be right.”
“So, we start checking residents now, even though we didn’t have any proof before that they did anything. What happens when the War Council doesn’t find any evidence of anyone being a traitor?”
“They stop the security checks?”
“We can hope.”
“But you don’t think that’s what’ll happen?”
“I think that, even if Yousef isn’t that bad, like Jackie claims, the Advisory Council and the War Council are paranoid. Now that they’ve gotten the green light to start checking residents, who’s going to stop them if they decide to escalate things? What if they decide they need to start searching our homes?”
“I thought the Advisory Council was supposed to keep things in check.”
“They were, on paper.” He sighs as we pass by the checkpoint and keep moving down the street. “Except it’s a majority vote, and they all side with the same guy. “
“I’m guessing that’s not the president.”
“No. It’s Nikola Dravic. In theory, President Branagh still runs Central by heading up the War Council and the Advisory Council. In reality, the generals are all deferring to Yousef over in Fort Silence, while the Advisory Council, the people that are supposed to keep the War Council in check, defer to Nikola. And of course, Nikola was friends with Yousef’s dad.”
“And he doesn’t care about Yousef increasing the military presence this way.”
“Of course not. Things were barely any better when he was president, at least from what everyone’s told us.”
“But . . . it’s not that bad, Tommy. It’s not like it was in the Tower.”
“I doubt things in the Tower started badly. It’s more believable that things got that way slowly. The worst part is everyone’s okay giving away their freedoms because they’re scared of the raiders now.”
“And by the time they realize how much they’ve given away, it’ll be almost impossible to get those freedoms back.”
“Unless they fight back, but when the military’s against you and the police are against you . . .” He rubs at his forehead. “Well, I guess I’m just hoping that you’re right and things never get to that point.”
“Or that Jackie rethinks where she stands on it.”
“Yeah. Jackie’s as great as she ever was, it’s just, on this issue . . .”
“I know.”
He reaches out and puts an arm around me, bringing me into his side. “Do I ever tell you how much better my life is because of you?”
“No,” I say as I’m laughing. “You’re always too busy talking about politics and the military.”
“Yeah. That’s what they tell me. Maybe it’s time we took a vacation.”




Personal Recording of the President, Gabriel Branagh 17
Dodger looks over at me and seems confused. “You really don’t mind me helping with this?”
I laugh as I set a pile of boxes on the table. “Mind? Do you know how badly we need these medical supplies shipped around town? They need them even worse out in the colonies.”
Just seconds later, Cynthia sets a second pile of boxes down next to mine. “Yeah, Dodger. I wish you had let me know that you’d like to help a long time ago. I always knew you were a good soldier, but I didn’t think you were interested in, well . . .” She looks around at the rows of tables, all lined with boxes. “Packing and shipping.”
I raise a finger. “Not just any packing and shipping. Let’s remember that. These are the sorts of supplies that could save someone’s life in an emergency, if they were able to get treatment in time. This island is almost 23 square miles of land and it’s a maze of streets and buildings. The medical clinic’s we’ve set up around town in the different districts mean the difference between life and death for hundreds of thousands of people, and that goes double for our people living in the Deadlands.”
Dodger nods as she sorts boxes, pushing some into one pile and arranging other boxes into a second pile. “We get all these from the supply runs, right? Stuff we find out in the Deadlands. I’ve never heard of us making stuff like . . .” Her eyebrow raises as she takes a look at the label on the box. “Penicillin? That’s an antibiotic.”
“A powerful one that treats all kinds of infections. Not Creep infections, unfortunately.”
“And how long have you been working here at the medical depot?”
Cynthia laughs. “He’s been volunteering his free time here since I was a little girl. I was still in the colonies, of course, but Mr. Branagh’s civil service is legendary, which is why he was elected president. Even as president, he still comes down here to volunteer.”
“Yeah, well,” I say with an embarrassed rub at the back of my head. “Serving in the militia’s all well and good, but you can’t run a city with the military alone, no matter what the people at Fort Silence think. Hard, honest work in the name of the people . . . that’s what makes a community. That’s the difference between a real, thriving society and just a military dictatorship.”
Dodger sighs as she sets another box aside. “I take it you’re not happy with what’s going on in the city?”
“Well, there’s a reason I’m here and not at Central Primary. I’m trying to get back to my roots and help where I know it’s needed most. Besides, the Advisory Council isn’t putting up much resistance to the War Council, and the War Council may as well be taking marching orders from Nikola and Yousef.” I sigh as read over the label of one of my boxes and set it on the table behind me. “I suppose this is where they want me, anyway. I was never like a lot of the council. Most of them were born fortunate. I was the son of longshoreman, back when the city was still using the docks to get people across to the mainland. A blue collar boy. The council never appreciated me being voted president.”
“Tommy’s not happy about the situation either. He doesn’t like how much this all reminds him of the Tower. By the way, he wanted me to tell you hello. He’s sorry he couldn’t come out to help.”
“He’s still got his duties to do. Besides, I know he’s keeping tabs of those snakes in the Advisory Council.”
“I think he’s actually talking to them today.”
“I’m unfortunately aware. I told him I’d need him to represent me. Most of them would like me dragged into the council chambers to be humiliated. No thanks. I’ll do my work right here, for the people.” I smile as I look at her. “I’ll tell this to him myself later, but that kid’s taking a bullet for me today, so pass along my thanks. You got yourself a real keeper, Dodger. Don’t let that guy go.”
She smiles as she brushes hair out of her face. “Yeah, I’m kind of used to having him around at this point. I don’t think I could get rid of him if I wanted to. Which I wouldn’t, obviously.” The girl stops for a second before looking over at me. “You know, maybe I shouldn’t tell you this, maybe he should say it himself, or . . . I don’t know, but you know he really respects you.”
“I appreciate that. I really respect him, too.”
“No. I don’t think you get what I’m saying.” She stops sorting boxes for a second and takes a look over at me. “When we first came to Central, I was the one who wanted to leave most. I still want to, sometimes, but only because I’ve got family back in the Tower I need to bring out here. I mean, eventually. The thing is that, when all of us got out into the Deadlands, the plan was for us to find some way of killing the Creep. We thought that by working here in Central, we could do that, and that would make it easier to convince the people running the Tower to let everyone go. Plus, we were kind of scared of going back without . . . support. Military support. We thought maybe you’d help us with that, when the time came.”
Cynthia and I both stop sorting and take a look over at her. I give her a smile to calm her down. “That’s not a big ask for people like you. You’ve done so much for the city, I would’ve argued it day and night in the council. So why not ask?”
“Because . . . we didn’t think you could afford the people. Then time kept rolling by, and things changed.” She glances over at Cynthia with this huge grin. “Mikey fell for you, for one.”
That puts a big smile on her face. “I . . . Mike made me fall for him, too. He always cared so much about taking care of Mandy that I almost could not fall for him.”
“Well, that was one reason we didn’t leave. Mike wouldn’t have left once you two got together. Tommy didn’t want to leave, either,” she says as she looks at me. “Has Tommy ever told you about his father?”
I glance down for a second, rubbing my hands clean before looking back up at her. “Uh, no. Do the two of them have problems?”
“Tommy’s dad is an alcoholic. It’s why he hates it whenever he drinks too much. It’s why he got really upset when Jackie . . .” She sucks in a deep breath and squeezes her eyes tight for a second before continuing. “When Jackie went to his place drunk and smashed a chair in his room.”
“I didn’t hear about that.”
“He didn’t want to tell anyone. This is Jackie Coleman we’re talking about, the girl who’s saved our lives a thousand times. He knows she wouldn’t do anything to hurt him or us, but . . . it reminded him of his dad. His dad used to smash furniture and scream at Tommy. Whenever his dad was angry, he’d throw Tommy in a closet and just let him sit there. Sometimes overnight.”
Cynthia gasps. “Oh my God.”
Dodger nods. “Yeah. He’d physically jerk Tommy around. Bruised him. I don’t think h ever hit Tommy, but still, no good guy does that sort of thing.” Dodger’s shoulders heave as she smiles at me. “Well, now you know why I’ve never made a bigger deal about us going home. Tommy doesn’t have anything to go back to but an abusive, alcoholic dad. And . . . he looks at you like his father figure.”
It takes me a little by surprise, and I just stand and stare at her for a second. “Dodger, I’m flattered, but at the same time, I’m sorry that I didn’t think more about helping you all out.”
“It’s fine. I can’t speak for Jackie. I mean, as strong as she is, she won’t go back to the Tower and I don’t know why. Something happened to her out in the Deadlands she won’t talk about. Mike has you, Cynthia. Tommy has no reason to go back to the Tower. But I . . .” She wipes at her face, and Cynthia rushes around the table to give her a hug. “After Linda died, I just wanted to see my mom and dad so they could tell me things would be alright. I just . . . I miss my parents, man. It feels like the last time I brought this up was right before Jackie showed up, and since then . . .”
“Since then, everything’s been a mess.” I tap at the table, and I can feel myself biting at my lip. “I’ll talk to the council. See if there’s some way we can divert some effort to connecting Central to your home. We’re always talking about needing more colonies and needing more people. Well, why not the Tower?”
“Don’t tell Tommy I said any of this.”
“No. No. I’ll keep it in mind, though.” I look at Cynthia. “Why don’t you two take five for a while? I can handle sorting some packages on my own for a little bit.”
“We’ll get some strawberry water,” she says as she rubs Dodger’s back. The poor girl’s obviously about to tear up, and Cynthia gets her out of the tent so they can talk for a little bit. When they’re outside and heading to the nearest food cart, I take a step back from the table and suck in a deep breath. “Well, Gabriel. Fine mess you’ve got to clean up here.”




Tommy’s Recording 25
I hold my hand up and try to quiet the council. “Ladies and gentlemen, in no way is the president trying to disrespect the rest of you—”
The words are barely out of my mouth before Tasha Bouley jumps out of her chair. “Excuse me, young man? The president doesn’t show for a meeting of the Advisory Council, and you tell us that he’s not being disrespectful?”
“Ma’am Representative, I promise you he would be here if he felt like he was contributing.”
“So he only comes around when he thinks he should have to?”
Rosy Quintana shouts from near the back of the council table. “Just where is the president? What was so important that he thought he could just abandon his duties?”
I signal to her. “For the record, I believe he’s at the central medical depot, near the Green Zone. President Branagh thought that, since this council has obviously conceded its authority to the War Council, that he could do more for the public by getting medical products where they needed to go.”
That’s when another voice barks at me from the rear of the table. It’s that pudgy faced General McCullum, his insanely large belly swinging past council members as he paces toward the rear. “That’s a damned insult to all the brave men and women living up to their duties, going out there into the Deadlands and putting their lives on the line. Meanwhile, the president doesn’t get his way, so he takes his ball and goes home. What right does he have to point fingers at the War Council and tell us we’re taking over civil issues?”
I’m about to defend myself when Colonel Martin steps up beside me, barking back at McCullum. To be honest, I’m actually little shocked to hear him defend me. “General, you waltz in here to these council chambers and sit in on this meeting, ready to tell us everything the militia wants done on the streets, and then you have the gall to say the War Council isn’t exceeding its duties? Since when does the War Council hand down orders to the Advisory Council?”
McCullum’s chubby finger thrusts at Martin. “Don’t you take that tone, Martin. Are you forgetting that you’re still a militia officer?”
“Not right now, I’m not. I’m off duty, serving in the capacity of an advisor to the president. That makes me a political representative at the moment, so I don’t recognize your claim of authority in these council chambers.”
“Damn it, Martin, why do you always have to do things the hard way? It’s why you were never considered for a promotion, you know.”
Martin’s face tenses up as he sucks in a breath and tries to hold back from saying something he’ll regret. “General, if the chain of command thought me ill-suited for a promotion, then I’ll simply append a protest to my record. Not that it will do any good, since we know neither one of these councils is showing any resistance to the orders coming down from Fort Silence.” His eyes go over to Nikola. “Isn’t that right, Representative Dravic?”
The old dog turns those sharp, calculating eyes at Martin. “You bring me into this? Why? What would I have to gain from deferring to General Suliman?”
That gets a laugh out of me. “You’re joking, right? You were best friends with the guy’s father. You kept personal ties with Fort Silence way after they split with Central and were personally responsible for establishing a temporary alliance with General Yousef before you were voted out. Now President Branagh’s having his policies undermined because even he can’t do anything when both the Advisory and War Councils are teaming up against him.”
“Maybe he should become more skilled at politics,” he says with a sneer. “I respect Branagh. The record shows I supported him through most of the last year. It can’t be helped that he doesn’t have the ability to strongly lead this city.”
That’s when another voice rises, this time Michael Tan’s, shouting at Nikola. “You presided over a wave of mass disappearances in this city, and then you have the audacity to accuse President Branagh of being a weak leader?”
“I thought Branagh always had to speak for you, Michael. I’m happy to see you actually have a tongue of your own to use. I’m sure your wife must be happy, too.”
“You son of a bitch,” he shouts back before launching on top of the table, Dravic’s eyes going wide as he gets hit with Tan’s full weight coming down on him. I barely register what’s going on before Tan’s fists are coming down on Dravic’s face, all 120 pounds of Michael’s thin frame somehow keeping Dravic pinned to the floor. “My sister disappeared while you were president. I’m on this council because I was voted to replace her!”
Me, Martin, and somehow McCullum are immediately on top of him. I rip him off and throw him into the general, who wraps the smaller man in his burly arms. Dravic’s on the verge of throwing his own punches when Martin’s arm comes from behind and wraps him in a chokehold to restrain him. I motion for two guards to drag the council members to opposite sides of the room. After taking a second to catch my breath, I grab a stack of papers and slam the table, everyone going quiet as I run my hands through my hair.
“You want to know why the president didn’t come? Because most of you are spoiled assholes, that’s why,” I tell them, almost on the verge of shouting. “Tasha, no offense, but I’ve never met someone who’s asked for so much but given so little back. And Rosy? There’s never been an opportunity to take someone down that you haven’t gotten some sick little bit of enjoyment from. People, right now, we’ve got tanks on the streets and military checkpoints making every citizen of Central scared they’re going to do something wrong and get shot dead on the sidewalk. But what’s on the itinerary for today?”
I pick up that same stack of papers and read aloud from the list. “Representative Tasha Bouley would like to know why the garden on her estate hasn’t been maintained recently. According to her statement, the garden is critically important for maintaining positive connections with influential members of the community.” My eyes stare over the edge of the paper at her. “It’d be nice if you told those influential community members to help their less fortunate neighbors once in a while, Tasha.” My eyes shift over to Rosy. “Representative Rosy Quintanilla wants to know when something will be done about the noise that tanks from Fort Silence are creating near her home.” I toss the papers on the table. “That’s more important than the fact that we have tanks on the street at all? How the hell do most of you even keep getting voted in when it doesn’t seem like you care whether the city burns or not?”
Nobody says anything after that, so I just throw up my hands. “Meeting adjourned,” I grumble, and everyone starts pouring out of the room. On his way out, Dravic stoops and takes a look at me and Tan. His eyes narrow as that gray, stubbled jaw of his grinds his words out.
“A mistake was made here today.” It’s all he says before he turns around, and it leaves a shiver in my spine. The only people left in the room are Martin and Tan. Michael’s hands are on his hips, and he’s got his eyes pinned to the floor.
“I lost my cool there,” he says, obviously regretting what he did. “I’m sorry.”
“You weren’t wrong, Tan. Dravic should know better than come for you specifically.”
“It’s not like I have it out for him—”
Martin laughs. “Yes, you do, and that’s fine, in my opinion. You’ve said before that he lies in bed with snakes? Well, he is the snake.”
“Still, I didn’t help the situation.”
I wave him off. “Dravic had it coming. He always has it coming, but especially after what he said to you. That was pretty disrespectful.”
“Maybe we should have a talk with Branagh soon. Just the three of us. Plan some way to get control back from the councils and stick to the terms of the deal we originally struck with Fort Silence.” His eyes go to Martin. “That is, if you’re with us.”
The colonel shifts on his feet, looking uncomfortable. “It’s not that simple. My first duty is to the protection of Central Freedom.” He looks aside and shakes his head. “With that said, it’s obvious it needs protection from its own leaders, who seem dead set on turning it into their personal piggy bank. So, sure. As long as it looks like it’s going to serve the city, I’m with you.”
I smile as I look his way. “And I remember a time when you felt we should be kicked out of the city because you though we might be raider spies.”
“Well, it actually turns out I was right about there being traitors. It just so happens that they were living in Central all along.”




Intercepted Broadcast from the Tank 01
We recognize the wrongs done against us as the justification for the retaliation we must take. We did not start the war. Every one of us remembers the day the forces of Central Freedom invaded our homes. When they attacked the innocent and left innocent men and women dead in the streets.
I do not want to start a war. I do not want to send the people I care about to their deaths. You are the people I have shed blood with. The people I have stood by. I was there when we took this part of the Deadlands for ourselves. I fought alongside you as we pushed back the Creep and made this a place worth living in. I’ve shared drinks with you, celebrated birthdays with you.
So my decision to take us into war against Central Freedom and its ally, Fort Silence, is not one I make lightly. But, we understand what those two represent. Despite its name, Central Freedom represents oppression. It represents an idea that we can be free, but only conditionally.
More than anything else, Central Freedom represents betrayal. Each one of us knows the sacrifices Erin Donoghue made to help us create a home in the Deadlands. Every one of us owes him a debt for his countless sacrifices made in battle, sacrifices made so that we could live free. It was only because of Erin that we ever agreed to a peace with Central.
It was not us who broke that peace. It was not us that turned our backs on the chance for security. And that is why we are justified in fighting back. If we do not, then your freedoms will continue to die, a little at a time, as Central and Fort Silence continue their aggression into the Deadlands. If we do not act, we will live to see a day when our homes are no longer ours.
Or maybe we won’t live at all. There may come a day when there are no more children to shed tears over their parents, and when there are no parents to fear for the safety of their children. Because we, as a people, will be no more. That is the only future that awaits us if we do not fight back. That is why we are justified in going to war. One last push to create the home for ourselves that we have struggled to create year after difficult year. Because if we do not stand today, then we will not be here tomorrow. Today, we must fight for our future, and make it known that we deserve to exist free of tyranny.




Jackie’s Recording 07
Mandy looks over at me. “Some people disappeared out past Freedom Bridge.”
“Yeah.” I shake my head as I’m looking at her from beneath the fake sun in the Green Zone. “Yeah, I heard about that.”
“They say it used to happen all the time.”
“Well, if what I’ve heard is right, then that’s because, once upon a time, there was a lot less security to take care of people. Things’ve changed.”
“Then why did they disappear?”
“Because, even if you try to get everything right, it’s impossible to protect all of the people all of the time. It’s still a crazy world out there.”
“I guess.”
“I mean, that’s why we’re here, right? So you can learn to take care of yourself without having to worry about someone saving you?”
When I say it, she smiles. “Yeah. You’re going to show me how to be a professional killer.”
“Hey. None of that. I don’t do any killing if I don’t have to.”
“What about all those walker you fight?”
“Fun fact? I always cut them off at the joints. When a soldier rides in one of those things, their arms and legs don’t come down past the suit’s joints. It’s the weird way that power armor’s designed, with the controls in the upper arms and the movement in the upper legs. It’s also why anyone over six feet tall can’t normally ride in one. Anyway, when I cut out a limb, I haven’t actually injured the guy inside.”
“And the Suiciders?”
“Mandy, you don’t even want to know how many of those guys I’ve circled back around to pick out of the sky and drop them on rooftops. Others I’ve had to lock up at a . . .” I try to find the right word for it. “A prion. But seriously, I try to avoid killing if it’s possible. Then again, I can afford do that most of the time. That wasn’t always the case, especially when I was younger. Even these days, sometimes I’m too weak and . . . Well, it’s a war zone out there. Sometimes you just have to do what you can to survive. I’m not saying that’s great, and there are a lot of times where I wish this was a comic book and I could just save everyone.” I sigh as I shrug my shoulders. “It’s just not.”
“I don’t want to kill anyone if I don’t have too, either. But I want to be able to protect Cynthia.” She smiles. “And Mike, when he gets older and can’t defend himself.”
“Yeah, he’s getting there, the old man,” I tell her with a smile back. “Now, come on. Hit me as hard as you can, right in the stomach.”
“It’s not going to hurt?”
“It wouldn’t even matter if it did. I’d heal from it in about half a second.”
Her eyes squeeze together as she walks up to me, winding her fist as far back as possible and swinging it right into my stomach. I see her squint when she hits, and she pulls her hand away, waving it in the air. “Ouch. That hurt.”
“Well, yeah. You just threw your fist into my stomach.”
“But I was supposed to hurt you, not hurt me.”
“In an ideal world, yeah. Your punch is all wrong though. It’s all arm.”
“But . . . that’s how you hit someone. With your arm.”
“Well, yes, but actually no,” I tell her as I bring my fists up. “You’ll learn that in the real world, you’re not always going to get a clean shot, but while we’re practicing, you at least want to work on getting some good form. First of all, winding all the way back like that? Bad move. Do it again.”
She frowns at me as she brings her hand way back behind her. The second she does, I just barely tap her across the face and then her stomach. A second later she grabs at her cheek, rubbing it. “That’s not fair.”
“Fights aren’t fair. Even when there are rules, winding back like that’s going to leave you open. You’ll get popped in the face over and over, and I get the feeling you don’t want that.”
“No, obviously. I want to be the person that’s doing the hitting.”
“Great. So, instead of winding your arm way back, keep your hands in front of you to block, turn with your hips, and then bring your punch forward while you’re turning into me,” I say as I’m giving her a demonstration. “You create a lot of power when you’re using your hips. Your back leg can really push your punch harder.”
“Like this?” she asks she plants hard behind her and twists into a punch. It slams into my stomach and I can’t help but exhale, because honestly, I wasn’t expecting it. Still, she walks away shaking her wrist again. “Ow! It still hurt!”
“Well, you’ve still got to make sure you’re not bending your wrist. Your practically hit me with the top of your hand. You want to use the front of your fingers a little more.”
“Okay, but when am I going to be as good a fighter as you are?”
That really sends a smile across my face. “Maybe when you’re a little bit older. You’ve still got a lot of growing up to do, you know? You still need all your muscles to really grow. I mean, you can work on your form for now and exercise a lot, but you won’t hit a peak for a while. Technically, I don’t think I’m really supposed to have peaked yet.”
“You mean, you can get stronger?”
“It’s hard to say. People hit their peaks in their mid-twenties and early thirties. That’s still a few years away for me.”
“So, I’ve still got to wait more than ten years before I can be strong?”
“No, of course not. Hey, don’t you forget, by the time I was 17, I was fighting Creepers. You can get strong by then, learn how to fire a gun, all that stuff you need to survive. But believe me, the older you get, the more you’ll wish you were younger. I wish I could go back to when I was your age.”
She frowns as she drops into the ground, crossing her legs as she looks up at me. “Why would you want to do that?”
“Because life just gets really complicated by the time you’re my age,” I tell her as I sit down across from her. “And I have it on pretty good authority that it doesn’t get any simpler.”
“Yeah, I get that.”
“You do?”
“Mike and Cynthia have been talking about you a lot.”
“Really? Does he totally hate me by this point?”
“No. He loves you a lot. You can tell.”
Those words make me wipe my face, like I can wipe away the past few weeks. “I almost wish I hadn’t asked.”
“I don’t like having to walk around with all those tanks everywhere, but I get why they’re there. It’s so everyone stays safe.”
“Yeah. That’s all I really want, you know?”
“Me too. I understand, Jackie. You know I want to be in the militia one day. I want to protect people too.”
“Well, no offense, kid, but it’s harder to do that than you think. One day you think you’re doing the right thing, the next you’re wondering if you need to just get the hell out of Dodge.”
“What does that mean? What’s ‘Dodge?’”
I frown. Nobody’s ever really asked that before. “Uh, I’m not sure, actually. People used to say it in the movies I watched back home. It’s supposed to mean you just want to get out of a tense situation.”
“Oh. Things here are tense for you?”
“They are since I’m constantly wondering if I made the right decisions.”
“I guess I’m lucky. I just want to be a soldier.”
“You’ll get there.”
“But also. . . I know I don’t want people to have to have their bags checked when they go places or have soldiers looking over our shoulders all the time. It’s not right. We’re not the bad guys, but they’re treating us like ones. If I fight, if I make the world safer, maybe that won’t happen anymore. Maybe they’ll leave us alone.”
“The soldiers really bug you, huh?”
She looks away, and she doesn’t look happy. “Did you like it when you had people always asking you where you were going?”
“No.”
Mandy shrugs. “Why not?”
“Because I felt . . . violated. I didn’t understand back then that they were keeping me safe. It felt like they were intruding in my life when I wasn’t doing anything wrong.”
“But that’s the problem. They’re treating us the same way, but . . . Well, look at Cynthia. Do you know what it’s like to watch your sister treated like a criminal? To see them always checking her bags before she visits the clinic or going through the messages she’s sent to the Deadlands? You know, they watch us extra close because we used to live in the colonies.”
That makes my eyebrows tighten together. “They what?”
“Yeah. Cynthia says it’s because they’re afraid we might sympathize with the raiders, so they’ve put extra security on us. It’s harder for us to send messages back to our old friends now. The soldiers don’t admit it, but they read all the stuff we send.”
“And how do you know that?”
“Because Tommy told us. He’s high up enough that he knows all the security that goes into it.”
Now I’m the one who looks away, my hand covering my mouth as I process what she’s saying. “I’m sorry, Mandy. That’s not . . . It’s just, it’s really hard to balance making people safe with also making sure they have their privacy.”
“I get it, but I want to be someone who fights for people. We need to beat the Creep, because I want to make sure we don’t have to live like this anymore. It’s not right that they’ve decided we’re guilty for no reason.”
“Yeah. Yeah, it’s not.”
“It’s just hard to believe I’ll ever be strong enough to do anything about it. I feel helpless living here now. I didn’t even feel like this when I lived out in the Deadlands.”
Those words literally gut me, and I just lean into her and stare her dead in the eyes. “Mandy, I know stuff isn’t the greatest right now, but you can do anything you want to. I’m still . . . I’m still on your side, but one day you won’t even need me anymore. You’ll be able to stand on your own two feet and make this place better.”
She smiles this little, sad smile that breaks my heart. “You haven’t been going out as the Angel anymore.”
“Yeah. I know. I just didn’t think it was the best idea. People need to be able to trust the system. They don’t need someone like me screwing everything up. I did what I had to to make sure everyone was safe. Now, with all the military around and the soldiers, who even needs me? Central can protect itself from the raiders now.”
“I know that. It’s not like I’m worried about the raiders with all these soldiers around. That’s not what I’m talking about.”
“Then what is it?”
She frowns as she takes a deep breath. “I worry about you too, you know. You talk like nobody needs you, but Dodger told me what you said to her. How you helped her believe in herself again.”
“She what . . .”
“You’re just . . . you’re awesome sometimes.”
“Awesome, huh?”
“Yeah. I know you’re doing what you think is best for us.”
“You just don’t feel the same way about the War Council and General Yousef.”
“I don’t know them. I shouldn’t say anything.”
“No. No, it’s good. Thanks for telling me about how they’re reading your messages. I’ll look into that.”
She looks back at me and smiles. “See what I mean, Jackie? You’re always looking out for people. I want to be able to do the same thing someday.”
I bury my fingertips between my eyebrows. “God. Now I’m a role model. Okay, well, now I’ve really got to look into what’s been going on around the city.”




Jackie’s Recording 08
Yousef has to know what’s coming the second I’m through the door to his office. He’s immediately out of his chair and onto his feet, his face looking twisted up as I march up to his desk. “Jackie. I’m glad you chose to visit Fort Silence again.”
“I’m not here to play nice with you, Yousef.”
“Excuse me if I’m not remembering correctly, but I thought we enjoyed ourselves the last time you visited.”
“You think this is about a kiss?”
He genuinely looks a little hurt when I say it. “That was nice, yes, but I was talking about the conversation. The friendly sparring. What happened at the end of the night was just a highlight to what I thought was an amazing evening.”
“Yeah, it was nice. It was nice hearing you say that you’d use some restraint when working in Central, and then I find out you’re tapping calls out to the colonies?”
His mouth hangs open for a second. “We tap them to guarantee no one is making contact with the raiders.”
“You think those colonists out there are doing business with raiders?”
“I don’t know if that’s the case. Jackie, you do know that some of those colonists out there weren’t always members of Central, right? There’s no small number of them, or their fathers and grandfathers, who lived under the rule of Neddy Lancaster at one time. Neddy Lancaster who, before he was ever an ally of Central, was a known Deadlands warlord. He held the entire Roost, from the opposite side of the river from Second Freedom west to the Green Brook. That’s more than a dozen miles of the most prosperous lands outside of Central.
“Others of them came from the north and south. Some of them served under Erin Donoghue. Others of them came from as far north as Daniel Pearson’s territories Wild Forests. This is a man with the single largest independent army in the Deadlands outside of the Tank’s. These former raiders are people we can’t be sure we can trust. The wiretaps might not sit well with you, but we have to be proactive in what we do.”
“Central’s entire justice system revolves around the idea that you’re innocent until proven guilty. You’re not supposed to do stuff like this without some sort of justification based on evidence. Otherwise, you make the whole city paranoid because everyone thinks they’re being watched. Do you know how bad that would be for morale?”
“But the security—”
“Yousef, you’re already destroying their trust in you!”
It takes him a second, but he finally nods, his hands folding together in front of him. “I’m sorry. I see your point and I see that this is obviously something that’s important to you.”
“I don’t want you to change things because of me, I want you to change things because it’s the right thing to do.”
“I do. I do,” he says as he puts his hand across his heart. “I’m so used to making these choices without anyone contradicting me, I never even considered this would be such a breach of trust. I’ll let the War Council know we need to be more specific in our wire taps. Evidence based, just like you said. No more warrantless wiretaps.”
“You’re going to . . .” I shake my head because I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “You’re just going to stop the wiretapping? Just like that?”
“Jackie, I told you, you remind me of Ishara. She was always better about dealing with the people and morale. The human side of things. She brought out my better angels, so I listened to her. She kept my more extreme instincts in check. So, just the same way that I listened to her, I’ll listen to you. If you say it’s a bad idea, then we’ll revise our strategy.”
I stare at him for a long time before I say anything. “I don’t get you, Yousef.”
“That’s not true. You get me better than most people. Both of us are outsiders. Both of us have unique powers. Both of us have people we’re responsible for protecting. We both carry the burden of leadership. You know all of this, because of that night.”
I sigh and just look away, at the ground. “I want to believe in you, because I want to believe in everyone. But I told you, I’ve seen how people betray other people. I’ve been betrayed more than once, sometimes by very powerful people. Don’t be that person, Yousef. Just don’t.”
“I’m trying, Jackie. You know, you could call, one in a while. Let me know your thoughts on how things are going. Tell me about your concerns. I’d like to make the point that I’ve never had to worry about leading anything other than a military state, a nation of people trained to live by military discipline. I would appreciate your advice while I try to become better at being a leader of people and not just a general.”
“Maybe. I don’t . . . Alright. I’ll get in touch, once in a while.”
“I’m glad to hear it. I’ll be visiting Central soon. Maybe we can have some food and talk about the state of things in the city. You could let me know the ideas you have for keeping things running smoothly?”
“God. Yeah. Okay. Just . . . don’t screw up.”




Personal Recording of Devleena Kumar 02
Outside the armor, we’re all just normal people. Normal people who can crack your skull open in a fight or put a bullet between your eyes from a hundred yards out, but still, normal people. And sitting around in the garrison, after duty hours are done, we talk like normal people. Belinda Torres and Jakob Roberts are the two people I talk to most on the team, and they’ve sounded bored ever since we got into town.
Torres is the first complain as she sits with her legs kicked up on the chair. “I don’t like it, sarge. Nothing to do around town.”
“Yeah,” Roberts agrees. “This is nothing like clearing Creep in the Deadlands or doing a drop from 10,000 feet up.”
I can’t help but chuckle at the thought. They’re not wrong. Our armor’s made to give us an advantage in almost any situation. I say almost, because unless you’ve been in the Creep when it’s completely riled up, you don’t really understand just how vicious things get out there. There’s nothing as frightening as a wall of Creep giving birth to hundreds of Stilts, those poor souls who died out there and are basically just walking feeding machines. These days, I wish that was the worst things we saw out there, but it’s not. Not even close. There’s those Bulgas, these large dog sized creatures with whipping, knifed tendrils that shoot from their backs and jaws that can chomp into even our armor. But the biggest threat out there on the ground, at least from what we’ve my people have seen, is the Basilisk. These things are giants, about our height with jaws as long as a man’s torso. Makes it a lot easier to see why General Yousef calls on us to go into the Deadlands first when there’s a heavy Creep infection.
Which also makes it weird that we’re in Central, and I can’t help but agree with Roberts. “I get it guy. I realize we were all born with a death wish,” I tell him with a smile, “But you know, sometimes it’s good for us to be out of the Deadlands. Not that I don’t miss barely escaping from thousands of Creepers with all my limbs still on me.”
“I could do without the Creepers,” he tells me. “What I miss are the drops.”
“We all miss the drops, Roberts.” The drops. Cruising at 10,000 feet or higher above the city skyline, waiting for the moment when we get sent plunging to earth in an armored suit made to bring hell and fire. Thinking about it brings a smile to my face. It’s dangerous to take the Dynamis too far out from the coast, but when we do, it’s a thing of beauty. Cruising out over raider held territory and falling out of the skies like the hand of God, crashing behind enemy lines and tearing apart the enemy defenses from the inside out.
Other times we do the impossible and just drop right into the Creep. Maybe some of our guys and gals get trapped during a block clearing, or maybe the Creep just decides it wants to have a bad day, but we’re the ones who get sent in to clean the mess up. Nothing makes your heart start pumping like having your feet slam into that pavement, then having just a couple of seconds to get yourself ready before a thousand clawed Creepers start swarming onto your position. My eyes shoot back up to the two of them, and I almost laugh. “I’m sorry, what were we talking about?”
Belinda laughs. “You’re really weird, sarge.”
“Just missing the action,” I tell her. “But we’ve got policing duty here in Central and we’re going to stick to it, dammit. Even if it means wasting combat skills honed carefully over years of training that we’ve all gone through since we were kids.”
“You weren’t kidding about the death wish.”
“Actually, I was. I like fighting, but I’m not stupid.” I take a deep breath to steady myself. “They need us here for oversight. Normally, I trust everyone from the fort to do the right thing, but they’ve never had to work this close with a civilian population. None of us has. So, if things get dicey, that’s why we’re here. To put a stop to it. Quickly. And quietly, please? I don’t need anyone barking down my back because civilians got hurt.”
Roberts nods as he gives me this sly smile. “I thought there already was someone in Central who could take care of oversight.”
We all know who he’s talking about. “She’s on their side first, not ours, and I don’t care if she’s as good a fighter as we all think she is. She doesn’t understand why we run our forces the way we do. She’s a civilian first.” I sigh, and I can’t help holding back the smile on my lips. “With all of that said, she is one hell of a fighter, and I hope we get to see her up close.”
Belinda smiles my way. “You got a crush on her, sarge?”
“I’ve never seen her under the armor, Belinda,” I bark back playfully as I wink her way. “Not that I don’t want to.”
“Good God. Keep it in your pants, why don’t you.”
“A girl knows what she likes. Seriously though, we all saw the video. She lifted, what? Something like 30,000 pounds of weight into the air and threw it on a group of remote piloted Apotheosis suits? Can any of us do that?” Everyone shakes their head. We’re giants in our Zero-Ones, but we’re not gods, as much as we feel like it sometimes. “She lifted it without power armor. That suit she’s wearing doesn’t have the hardware to lift something like that. We’re talking about a different class of fighter.”
Roberts looks my way. “That’s all well and good, but what if she does end up on the wrong side of all this? Say an incident breaks out and we end up staring each other down. What do we do then?”
“The diplomatic solution is always the best solution in a situation like the one we’re in. I hate saying it, but it’s true. We’re here to protect peoples’ lives, not ruin them. If push came to shove though,” I say with a shrug of my shoulders. “Then we do the same thing we always do, boys and girls. We shoot to kill.”




Excerpt from “On Purity,” by Yousef Suliman 02
Not all of us who have taken up arms understand this great threat that is now poised to destroy humanity from within. Still, many of us have seen the threat I’m talking about. The abusers. The corrupted. Those men and women bent and broken into a perverse reimagining of the humans they once were, not because they were unwillingly infected, but because they purposely twisted themselves into new forms out of a misplaced pursuit of power.
Our ancient forefathers knew the power and the glory of mankind, built into its very nature. Our own ancestors wrote, “What a piece of work is a man. How noble in reason, how infinite in faculty. In form and moving how express and admirable. In action how like an angel, in apprehension how like a god.” Even more than a thousand year ago, our ancestors knew what made us unique. But mankind, despite its intellect and courage, even with all its ingenuity and bravery, its capacity for greatness, once again turns away from its destiny by embracing a crooked path upon which to walk.
These men and women who twist themselves enjoy for brief moments a power many might envy. While their minds remain their own, they hold the genius of mankind and the power of creatures so savage they can tear through steel armor. However, we know where those paths lead. We know what becomes of these people in time, because the same destiny awaits everyone touched by the Creep. They bend, bow, and break. They become unthinking, savage beasts, capable of incredible destruction. This is not something I merely claim but which many of us have encountered, out there, beyond the bounds of civilization where the world is dark, the Creep endless, and the fear unending.
We have seen them control that darkness, manipulate it to their own desires. We have seen them turn the Creep against their own people. We have seen them exchange the glory of their humanity for a moment of power, only to become feral beasts, prowling the Deadlands and feasting on the lives of others.
And so, humanity’s greatest threat lies not from the mindless beasts that wander through the Creep, but from those within its own ranks who purposely embrace the disease. Humanity’s greatest threat lies among those who exchange their humanity for inhuman powers, who can turn the disease like a weapon against their own people. The threat is not only that they endanger the lives of others. No, the threat is that they twist themselves into something else. Something inhuman. They undermine the very qualities that make our people great.
If we were all to follow that path, then where would it lead? What would become of humanity? We would become nothing more than a memory. All of our culture, all of our accomplishments, sacrificed for the sake of perverse power. It would no longer be our ingenuity that determined our path forward, but the corruption of what makes us our very selves. Humanity as we understand it would cease to be, left for extinct and replaced by beings physically stronger but lacking in the spirit and resolve that has defined us as a people for thousands of years. This is the future we must guard against, at all costs.




Watson’s Recording 04
“I’ll admit,” I tell her as she moves between workstations, “It’s been quite some time since I had a research assistant with such . . . skill.”
The girl, Dodger, turns to me. “I tried helping Cynthia doing work at the medical depot. It was nice and I want to go back, but I don’t know. I didn’t really feel like I was using what I’m really best at,” she tells me as she taps at her head. “The old noodle.”
“Noodle. Hmph.” I admit, it makes me smile. “To be terribly forthcoming, I actually do not derive much happiness outside of my research. Almost as if that little part that makes me human is missing, somehow. There may be a reason for that , but of course, with my missing memories, I have no way of telling.”
“You’ve never tried to find out how so much of your memory just vanished?”
“As we’ve previously discussed, I’ve typically attributed it to the simple weakness of the human mind to stand up to the rigor of five hundred years of time. Though, as of late, I’ve contemplated whether they were . . . removed, somehow.”
Of course, the notion causes her some alarm, which I can see across her face. “I don’t understand how that could happen. Would they zap you with something, or use some sort of virus to do it?”
“I understand that in your daily life, your friends appreciate that you talk to them as a layperson would. However, with me, if you could be more precise.”
She breathes deeply, the first sign of her trying to draw upon the wealth of her vocabulary that I understand she normally keeps locked away. “Chemicals in the brain, Messenger RNA, help change the structure of synapses by creating proteins. That’s what happens during the creation of memories. Could some sort of virus or directed energy have disrupted the protein formations in your brain and the synaptic structure?”
It earns a smile from me. “Good. Good. Not quite the accuracy I’d like to see you display over time, but generally accurate enough. Remind me to lend you some reading so you can study up on memory formation and other aspects of the brain’s functions. But, more to the point, I have contemplated that such methods may have been used to disrupt the composition of my brain such that I can no longer remember most of my life.”
“Why not just run a brain scan and see if something was done?”
“And compare it to what? We have no baseline for what the brain might look like after five hundred years of continuous use. Any findings I uncover cannot be compared against my contemporaries, considering that I have none.”
“That makes sense.”
“At any rate, I will continue to endeavor toward an answer, just as soon as we have fulfilled our duties to the city. How far along is the viral multiplication?”
“Oh, uh, pretty far along. It looks like there’s enough of the virus for at least one sample we could use.”
“Good.”
“You’re sure it won’t be dangerous?”
“It’s absolutely harmless, in its current state. It’s very well close to inert as of now. We’ve managed to multiply it in the organic solution, but to activate it into its infectious state, it must first take hold in the human lungs for a few hours, allowing it the oxygen rich environment required for full activation. That makes the host a living, breathing carrier. With every exhale, they release the virus. Even then, the activated virus is only harmful to Creep cells.”
“So, basically all we have to do is inject someone with the virus and get them close to the Creep.”
“We could, though the virus in its non-active form will also absorb effectively through the skin. Under such circumstances it would still become active. The genius of the virus’ creation is that it becomes especially virulent in the presence of standard Creep cells, much like a starving wolf in a herd of sheep. It should take only minutes for it to begin killing off Creep at that point.”
She shakes her head as she turns to the side. “It’s still a little scary to think about.”
“Science is wonderfully frightful, both in the same moment.”
“That does remind me . . . You know when Jackie came in with the, uh, the rocket in her stomach?”
“Metal casing, but yes. What of it?”
“We watched her stomach patch up the second you took it out. That was more than a little freaky.”
“Extraordinary is the word I would use. Healing capabilities beyond anything we might imagine. Though, what else would be expected from the Creep?”
“That’s just the thing though. I was curious if there was any sort of limit to just how much Jackie can recover from?”
I nod to her. “Oh, yes. She’s quite aware of it, too.”
“She is?”
“Why do you think she chooses to wear the armor instead of simply going without it? She knows that despite her physical resilience, excessive reliance on the Creep’s regenerative capabilities comes with its own risks.”
The girl looks concerned. “I don’t understand. “How would she know about that? And what sort of risks are we talking about.”
Frankly speaking, the question disturbs me slightly, as I stand there unsure of whether I should be honest on the matter. “You’ve heard her mention this other ‘place,’ correct? Where she learned how to use her armor. Where she resupplies her weapon stocks.”
“Yeah, she’s never been specific about it though. I thought she would tell us eventually, but she keeps a lot of what happened in the Deadlands a secret.”
“I cannot speak to her other secrets, but I harbor my suspicions about just where she learned about the armor’s capabilities, though I won’t specify exactly where without further evidence. Nevertheless, if she knows what the armor’s true purpose is, then she knows the real reason I placed it on her in the first place.”
Dodger’s look of concern has only grown since I began speaking, and she takes a step forward. “Doc, is everything okay with Jackie? Is she in any danger?”
The statement draws a chuckle from me. “No. It is we who are in danger, every moment we are around Jackie Coleman.” Her eyes go wide as I speak, but I choose to continue. “You see, she may be in symbiotic stasis with the Creep cells circulating within her, but they have the capacity to grow beyond her control for brief periods. There are two things that can cause this. The first is excessive, uncontrolled emotions, though you should know this since you are aware that the Creep is psychoreactive. It preys on human feelings, specifically negative ones. However, in instances where her wounds are excessively severe, the Creep will multiply at magnitudes its normal rate to save its host. In either instance, Jackie is left in a feral state, easily on par with the madness you witnessed with both Sally and Judge and with a strength magnitudes greater than she currently possess. In all honesty, I believe that even in her current state, she has exceeded both of them in terms of raw physical power.”
I seem to have shocked the poor young woman. She barely looks at me from behind her hand, which covers her mouth as she speaks. “You’re telling me Jackie could . . . could turn into one of those things? And that’s why she uses the armor? So she won’t get hurt so bad that she turns on us?”
“Partly. The suit has an active suppressant in it that reduces the level of Creep in her body to an acceptable threshold. Why do you think she wears it so often, even outside of combat?”
“I thought she was just shy . . .”
“She needs the suit to keep her Creep cell count low. Think of how strong, how resilient she would be without it on, with those cells unrestrained?” I can’t help but smile at the thought. “Of course, without the suit’s suppressant, it would be far easier for her to cross what we once deemed the Alexander Limit.”
“The Alexander Limit?” She shakes her head and steps away for a moment before returning to me. “I’m kind of afraid to ask. What is the Alexander Limit?”
“The threshold at which Creep bonded individuals such as Sally, Judge, and yes, Jackie, turn into their feral forms. The moment they lose their minds to the infection.”
“Why didn’t you tell us any of this before?”
The question, frankly, makes me scoff. “Who bothers to ask the ‘mad scientist’ anything in this place? But not to worry. She’s obviously aware of the dangers and has taken precautions against it with the help of . . . Well, wherever it is she learned to use her armor.”




Jackie’s Recording 09
“Dark Angel to Highpoint Waystation. John. You there?”
It takes him a moment to reply, like always. “You got it, doll, and judging from where you’re standing, you got the best view in the world.”
I smile. John has that effect on me. “You spying on me through my helmet, Johnny?”
“What’s the point of being linked in if I didn’t?”
“Well, you’re right. It’s a great view of the city.” I’m perched near the top of this huge antenna, looking out over Central from one of the largest buildings in town. “I think they used to use this antenna to broadcast radio shows and music.”
“Ah, the bygone days when folks used to gather around the radio for a talkie. That was before my time, but I’ve still got the memories like I used to live back then.”
“You’ve got a lot of memories that are questionable.”
“You ain’t lying, kid. Comes with the territory of being me. So, what brings this call today?”
“Just thinking out loud.” I look out at all the towers that are rising out in front of me, some bigger than the building I’m perched on. “You know, they never upgraded this building. Never tried to make it bigger or make the outside more modern. It’s still stone and steel, just like when it first went up almost a thousand years ago. It was the biggest building around when it was first built, and it stayed the biggest building in the city for a while. I can only imagine what the view was like before the other taller towers went up around here.”
“Feeling nostalgic today, aintcha?”
“A little. I guess I just wanted to get away from everything for a while. The other day, when Mike took me out to the Green Zone, he told me that he wanted me to understand what he was fighting for. And I guess he wanted me to understand what I should be fighting for.”
“And being perched up there at the top of the world is helping you with that?”
“It’s more like it’s helping me imagine what this city could be like if things ever got back to the way they used to be. You can see the Green Zone from up here, all three miles of it, this giant green rectangle just sitting in a sea of grey. It used to be all trees, at least from what I’ve seen in the pictures. Now, it’s got that huge glass enclosure around it. This city would’ve been something to see when the lights were on. It would’ve been miles of lights going out to the water’s edge.”
“You’re telling me that city’s got all that power and it can’t keep those skyscrapers running?”
“Different parts of the city are dark because a lot of the power goes to the energy field that keeps the Creep away. If they ever managed to destroy the Northwestern Creep Colony, they’d be able to get all the power running again. We could probably start living in the skyscrapers around here.”
I hear him laugh on the other side. “ Who is ’we?’ You’re starting to sound like you’re taking a liking to that city.”
“I think I am. I just wish I knew what I was doing. If I was making the right decisions.”
“The mark of a good man, and good woman, is making the decision they think is right and owning up to their responsibilities if it turned out they were wrong. This whole problem will shake out on its own.”
I shake my head and can’t help smiling. “I think I miss you, you ancient codger.”
“Well, that’s one hell of a thing to say to someone like me. Can’t say I don’t appreciate it.”
I’m about to keep talking when I hear a beeping in my ear over the military frequency and John’s voice is interrupted. “Unit A21 reporting, we have a public disturbance at the medical depot at 5th and 79th. Moving to suppress.”
“Green Zone District Command responding, authorized to use restricted force to fulfill requisition needs.”
Then it’s John’s voice back in my ear. “What’s all that about, kid?”
“Uh, got to go, Johnny. Sounds like some trouble. I’ll be back in touch as soon as I can.”
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I go bursting out of the temporary medical depot we’ve set up when I hear the commotion, just in time to see Cynthia screaming at a group of soldiers from Fort Silence. “Nobody gave you the right to take these! These have to go to people in the colonies.”
“As I told you, ma’am,” the lead soldier barks, “Military requisitions take priority over civilian distribution.”
“Like hell they do.”
I run up to her just as the soldier’s about to say something else and put myself between the two of them. “Hey, hey, hey. What’s going on out here?”
She ignores my attempts at a barrier and slides alongside me. “This cabrón just threatened to empty the depot of medical supplies for God knows what reason.”
The soldier barks at her. ”These are mission critical supplies needed for an outbound mission to the Deadlands.”
Again, I try to intervene. “Now, look here, son. Do you recognize who I am?”
“I do, sir.”
“Then you know that General Yousef delegated operational authority to me.”
“And the War Council, sir. This mission has been approved. We don’t need you to sign off on it.”
“Since when the hell did the War Council sign off on giving medical supplies to—” I stop talking as I see Mike and Mandy pushing their way out of the crowd that’s swelled to an unbelievable size. The street outside the Green Zone’s suddenly swarming with bystanders. Exactly what we don’t need, more fire to the powder keg. “Mandy! Stay over there. I’ve got this under control.”
Of course, she doesn’t listen to me, and she just keeps charging for her sister. Mike’s right on her tail, trying to grab her before she gets any closer, when one of the soldiers turns aside and snatches her right off the pavement. He practically tucks her underneath his arms, and that sends Cynthia flying into a rage. “Leave her alone, chingado!” And before I can do anything, she’s running for Mandy. Out of nowhere, another soldier steps out of the crowd and pushes Cynthia just hard enough that she twists sideways, her ankle buckling as she falls to the floor.
And then it all goes to hell when Mike jumps in a half second later and cracks that soldier across the face with a hit that would make any boxer proud. The guy goes crumbling to the ground, and all of a sudden, we’ve got people from the crowd shoving in on all sides. Whatever chance we had for a peaceful resolution vanishes that very second, and no matter how much I scream for everyone to back off, nobody hears me. A second later, soldiers are turning, fighting back against the crowd. The scariest part is watching them pointing rifles at civilians. I can’t just stand by and do nothing, and not after the soldiers start pushing back at the crowd. When one woman comes dangerously close to getting hit across the face, I leap in front of her, blocking the hit before crossing the guy up with a punch that has to knock a few teeth out of his face.
But just as suddenly as it started, it all comes to an end when the rapid-fire rat tat tat of an assault rifle firing sends everyone ducking to the floor. The whole fight stops as everyone ducks, though it’s clear the soldier fired straight into the air. The only good part’s that it calms everyone down for a second.
At least, that’s what I think until I see some idiot soldier grab Mandy by the arm, something Mike’s just not having. “Lay off!” he screams as he rushes to her, right before that soldier turns with the butt of his gun and just wallops him across the face. The poor kid goes crumbling backward to the floor, blood splattering across the concrete in this horrific moment. His face is instantly swelling up as that soldier walks up to him, the barrel of his rifle pointed downward and pressing directly to Mike’s temple.
“Down on your stomach, now!”
For a second, the tension is so thick, you can’t breathe. I watch Mike, and he’s on his hands and knees, blood pouring out of his mouth and nose. He wipes at it before clenching his fist, and all I can do is look at him and whisper, “Don’t make this worse, Mike. Not in front of Mandy and Cynthia.” And for a long moment, we all and hold our breath as it looks like Mike’s going to try and throw a punch. He doesn’t.
But that’s when the ground starts shaking.




Jackie’s Recording 10
“Highpoint Waystation, come in!” I scream as I’m zooming over the rooftops toward my target.
“Hey kid, back so soon—”
“Highpoint, I need geographic data on the city. Fault lines, seismic activity. Now!”
John immediately gets that this isn’t a social call. “Some smaller fault lines and rare seismic activity, but that’s mostly restricted to the mainland. There’s nothing recorded in Highpoint’s database of any earthquakes on that island in . . . centuries, really.”
My jetpack is burning through fuel as I’m roaring above the city skyline, plunging toward the direction of the Green Zone. “Any idea about why we’re having an earthquake, then?”
“Creep activity?”
“I’ll let you know if we make it out of this. Dark Angel out.” My helmet’s already zooming in on the ground, and what I see’s enough to make me curse in a way that would embarrass my mother. “Thirty-four soldiers, dozens of civilians . . . and the president, Cynthia, Mandy, and Mike.” I’m praying things aren’t what I think they are when I come zooming down on the target, literally every soldier on the ground turning their guns at me as I hit the pavement. The earth’s vibrating so much that I don’t hold back when I scream at them, “Earthquakes are about to bring down the buildings, but you still have time to shoot me?”
One of the soldiers looks my way, his rifle still held up as he stumbles toward me. “Dark Angel, we’ve been authorized to take possession of these medical supplies—”
“Do I really look like I care about that right now?” I growl at him, and I can feel the red fire bleeding out of my eyes. He takes a step back when he sees them, and I take his second of hesitation to understand what’s going on. Civilians looking scared. The president next to me, looking confused. Mandy being held by one of the soldiers. Cynthia, not too far from her. And then . . . Mike, his face looking like a balloon. Blood’s on the concrete, and he looks like he’s struggling, like he’s trying to contain something inside of himself.
I’ve seen that look before.
The first time I saw it, he’d spent weeks being hunted in the Tower after having his Scavenger team killed off. Mike’d been on the verge of bringing the entire Tower down while he was mentally battling against the Demons walking the halls. The second time, he’d actually used that power for a good reason, holding back the Creep while we fought Judge. Standing there as the world’s shaking around me, I realize this is different from any of that. This is the kind of power that could do more than bring down a building. The sort of power I’m feeling could level a city.
There’s a second when everyone just hits the ground, trying to brace themselves as the world feels like it’s about to split apart. It’s just a few moments when nobody’s paying attention to me, or to Mike, and I see him look my way. His teeth are grinding on themselves, and I can see tears running down his face and mixing with the blood running from his mouth. Still, it’s his hand that makes me scared. It’s subtle, but I can see the blue sparks coming off of his knuckles. His eyes are locked on mine, and I feel . . . I can feel how angry he is. I should make this clear. I can feel it, like they’re my own emotions. And just staring at him from across the distance, I shake my head and whisper, so low that nobody but him knows I’m talking, “Please, Mike. I know you can hear me. Don’t do this. Not for me. For Mandy and Cynthia.”
When I say their names, his eyes go wide, and he looks over to her. She’s staring into the sky, clutching that cross she wears around her neck and saying prayers she believes will help. For a long second he looks at her before taking in a deep breath. Whatever Mike thinks when he sees her panicking, it calms him down. Suddenly, I can feel the world starting to settle down, the ground starting to get steady and the rumbling fading away. As quick as it all started, it ends, and soon Mandy, Cynthia, and Mike are hugging each other. I don’t think anyone else realizes what happened. That it was Mike making the world shake. How could they?
With all that said, the second things look like they’re back to normal, those soldiers, like the idiots they are, start acting like nothing just happened. They start chatting with each other about making arrests and taking the supplies. I cut that real short when I get to my feet. “Hey,” I tell the guy I think’s in charge. “You’re not arresting anyone. And you’re not taking these medical supplies.”
“Dark Angel, this has already been authorized by the War Council. We respect what you’ve done for our forces, but we’re under orders.”
“Alright, champ, let me put it a different way,” I tell him as my sword materializes into my hand. “I know all of you saw me put down a dozen suits of power armor, not to mention lift an armored transport into the sky. So, you tell me if you think even thirty of you wearing basic combat armor and carrying plain old rifles can get past me and into this tent.”
I see him hesitate, and I can tell he’s conflicted. “Let me do the hard thinking for you,” I tell him. “I know you have your orders. I’m not saying you don’t fulfill them. I’m saying you put them on hold until I talk this out with the general. I think he’ll understand if the reason you don’t get the supplies is because of me. I’ll take the full blame.”
What’s weird is when he leans into me, right by my ear. “We . . . won’t get in trouble? Disciplined?”
It’s the sort of question that, when a grown man asks you, makes you really uncomfortable because you realize how scared the guy is. I look him in the eyes and put a hand on his shoulder. “Hey. I’ll take care of it. But, I swear to the Builders, if any of you ever lay your hands on unarmed people again . . .”
“I’ll talk to the men about it,” he says with a nod and a step back. Then he addresses me like he didn’t sound like a scared infant a half second before. “We’ll wait for word from the general before proceeding. To avoid any more civil disturbance.” And with that, he waves his finger in the air and signals his troops away.
The second I’m sure that everything’s back to normal, I reach down and help Branagh get back to his feet. “Are you alright, Mr. President?”
“I appreciate the gesture, but I’m not the one you should worry about,” he says with a glance around. “Let’s take care of these people.”
I nod to him as he rushes toward the crowd, helping people onto their feet and asking if everyone’s okay. For a second, I just . . . I’ve always known it, but it dawns on me just how good of a man he is. I don’t think about it too long before I turn to help Mike and his family. Cynthia’s huddled up against him and wiping at his face, but Mandy just looks angry. She’s staring at me like I’m a stranger and it . . . it hurts. Mike, though. Mike really does look like somebody slapped him across the face with a steak.
“Mike,” I tell him as I take a knee in front of him. “What happened.”
“Good old Fort Silence thought they needed to take the medical supplies from the depot. Cynthia got into it with them, Mandy got into it when her sister got into it, then I got into it when Mandy got into it because Cynthia got into it . . .”
I smile at him. “Well, you’ve still got your sense of humor.”
His eyes stare coldly at me. “But there’s nothing funny about this, Dark Angel.”
Him using that name . . . I take a deep breath and get to my feet. “Cynthia, are you good to make sure everyone here is okay?”
She looks my way. “Yeah. It’s a medical depot. If anyone got hurt,” she smiles, even if it’s a little sad, “At least there are supplies nearby!”
I smile at her, then look at Mandy. “You okay, Mandy?” She looks up at me, but then turns away. Doesn’t even say anything. I shake my head a little. “It’s . . . been a tough day. I get it. I’m going to take care of this.”
Cynthia shrugs. “How can you?”
“I’m going to go to the source of the trouble.”
Jackie’s Recording 11
John’s voice bursts into my ear as I’m rocketing toward Central Primary. “Kid, Yousef’s Vertwing is just touching down. You going in swinging?”
“Yeah. He lied to me.”
“Just watch yourself. There’s a lot of innocents, government worker types. They don’t have anything to do with that business.”
I nod, my helmet zooming in on the sight of Yousef’s transport touching down on the single landing platform that was built onto Central Primary’s rooftop. “Civilians first. Always.”
“Go get ‘em, champ.”
The fire from my thrusters explode as I see Yousef getting out with two guards on either side. I slam onto the platform, hitting the ground running and grabbing the attention of the soldiers flanking him. The first rushes at me, but I duck under his arms and lift my fist up with the type of uppercut that sends him flying backward. The second soldier raises his gun and starts firing, but my thrusters flare and I slide by the stream of gunfire. I rush right up to him, grabbing him by the arm and turning him over my shoulder so that he goes slamming into the pavement.
Then it’s me and Yousef.
His eyes go wide when he sees me, but my fist’s swinging at him the second he tries to say something. The second my fist’s flying at him, I see that golden glow coming off of his back, and his head slides just enough that my fist misses and punches a hole through the side of the Vertwing. My other hand is immediately swinging for his stomach, but he twists, rolling to the ground and turning into a sweeping kick aimed for my legs. I remember that from our sparring match at Fort Silence, and I won’t fall for the same trick twice. Instead, I jump skyward, my body twisting toward him and my jetpack roaring to life. My acceleration multiplies in a second, and I see him grit his teeth as he turns aside, my fist crashing into the floor where he was just a second before. The shockwave ripples across the rooftop, and I see him go tumbling head over heels along the floor, my legs propelling me toward him in an instant. My fists cross toward his jaw and swing at his stomach, but even if he looks stressed, he manages to deflect everything I throw at him before he finally catches me by the arm and screams, “Are you trying to kill me!?”
“Maybe!” I shout as I throw my head into his, my helmet cracking open his nose and sending him tumbling black. I see blood dripping along the ground as he catches his footing, that golden light circling around the pupil of his left eye. “That was for Mike.”
“What the hell are you talking about?!”
“You, ordering your men to take medical supplies from people living in Central!”
He tosses his hand to the side and sends more blood splattering along the ground. “I don’t know what you’re talking about!”
“Like hell you don’t,” I say as I start marching toward him. He just stands there, his arms at his side as I’m clenching my fists. “I’m not going to hold back just because you don’t want to fight.”
“Then you’ll be punching an innocent man, because I didn’t order anyone to take medical supplies. At least tell me what we’re fighting about before we do this.”
I’m standing inches from him and a half foot taller in my armor, my eyes burning in the air as I glare at him. “Your men raided the medical depot at the Green Zone, harassed people, and broke Mike’s face apart because they didn’t know the meaning of excessive force. You’re going to stand here and say you had nothing to do with that?” I bring my fist down at him, and he dips underneath me, my body flying past him before I feel him leaping at my back. His arms are around my waist and, unbelievably, lifting me. He turns me so that we’re falling to the ground, a second from slamming into the concrete, but then my thrusters fire off in just a half second burst. It’s all I need. He screams as the fire douses him, though that Pocket Space field of his absorbs a lot of the heat. He’s still on fire though, rolling along the ground to put out the flames while I flip onto my feet and turn back to face him. The second I do, he’s already back on his legs, his palm wide open and pointed toward me. Inside his palm, there’s this glowing charge, like energy collecting between his fingertips. His face is tensed up, sweat dripping down his cheeks and blood streaking along his jaw as he stares at me with this . . . rage. He screams, and I get this weird, sinking feeling in my stomach when the golden light in his fingers reaches its peak. Then, at the last second, he points his palm to the side of the building, just in time for a burst of golden light to explode from his hand. My eyes follow the blast as it literally scorches its way past the landing platform and blows the side of Central’s roof off, stone and wood bursting into the air and raining onto the ground below.
For a second, I stare at the destroyed edge of the roof, actually staring into a hole that now looks down into a room beneath us, before looking back at him. He’s standing there, breathing hard, with his golden arm still pointed at me and his free hand gripped around it near the elbow. I just watch him panting, trying to keep control of him, before I finally say, “You never told me you could do that.”
“Why would I need to, Jackie? Since when do I have to use this against people? And since when would I feel compelled to use it against you?”
I suck in a breath as I stare at him from across the rooftop. “What happened at the medical depot, Yousef?”
His arms drop to his sides. “I don’t know. Jackie, I cannot personally oversee the operations of tens of thousands of soldiers. Do you understand that? There is a chain of command and most things that happen, I never hear about them.” His breathing finally settles down as he wipes at his face. “Tell me, exactly, what my soldiers told you.”
My eyes go past him for a second, into the city, while I think back on what they said. “They said they needed medical supplies. That it had been authorized . . .” I shake my head. “That it had been authorized by the War Council.”
“The War Council. So, not by me?”
“No, but . . .”
“Not, by me. Am I right?”
My face twists uncomfortably as I frown. “You’re right.”
“Then let’s please talk to the War Council about this. Do you remember the last time you came for me? At Fort Silence? When I said I’d be arriving here and we could talk more about what’s happening in Central.”
“Yes.”
“I literally just touched down, Jackie. You obviously saw that! You knocked my two soldiers out cold.”
I look behind me, at the two unconscious bodies. “They’ll . . . be alright. Hurt, but alright.”
“Which is fine. But Jackie, I did not give permission for anyone to take medical supplies from civilians. I don’t even have that authority right now, I put operations under the command of the president and his War Council. But I get it. I understand that everyone here thinks I’m the boogeyman. Someone goes missing, Supreme General Yousef Suliman ordered it from on high. Something goes wrong with the military, obviously Yousef must be hatching his dastardly, maniacal plan to steal medical supplies from innocent civilians despite knowing there is a seven-foot, armor wearing superwoman in the area who can summon weapons from thin air and lift entire military transports over her head. Is that the ingenious scheme I dreamed up?”
I rub at my metal encased forehead as I pace back and forth. “I don’t know. I don’t know! Okay? But you have to at least see all the trouble keeping soldiers in the city is creating. At least tell me you get that?”
“I get it.” He throws his arms up in the air. “I get it! I’m starting to see that managing a city is more complicated than just dealing with a military chain of command. I wanted . . .” He’s pacing now too, walking back and forth before he looks back at me. “The War Council and Advisory Council were supposed to balance the other out, with President Branagh acting as the moderating force for good between them.”
“Well, that’s not what’s happening.”
“Then let’s figure it out. Please.”
I shake my head. “You figure it out, Yousef. You’re scheduled to meet with President Branagh tomorrow. That’s who you need to be talking to. Not me.”
“That’s it then? You’re just going to leave?”
I’m already at the edge of the roof, fire exploding from my back as I shout back at him. “I need time to think.”
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Me and the team arrive at the med depot about a half hour after we’d heard reports that a riot almost started in the area. I start thinking it was a mistake to show up the second we’re on the scene, because a young woman starts barking our way the minute she sees us. “Why the hell are you back to harass us?” she screams. “Do you enjoy torturing us like this?”
“Hold up, ma’am,” I tell her as I hit the release switch on my helmet. I pull it off so she can see me  eye to eye. Well, almost. I’m looking down at her from almost five feet above her while riding around in my armor. I know it must look like I have a shrunken head while seated in my Zero-One. “I don’t know what happened earlier. We don’t work with the soldiers you’ve got around here. We’re a . . .” I try to find the right words. “Calls us a kind of special force.”
“It still doesn’t change the fact that you work with the same people who bloodied my poor Mike,” she shouts, pointing behind her. There’s a guy whose face looks like it got hammered and a little girl holding some kind of cold pack to his jaw.
“Our people did that?”
“You’re going to pretend like you didn’t know?”
“We really didn’t. We came by because we’re supposed to make sure things are running smoothly between our troops and people living in Central. Well, also because we heard the Dark Angel was here.”
“What?”
I shake my head. “I’m really sorry. If I’d known this had turned into such a big deal, that people got hurt, we would have rushed it more. I just thought the Angel would probably keep a handle on it until we got here. We’re all big fans of hers.”
“You? Why would you, of all people, be fans of hers?”
The question almost feels like nonsense. “Because . . . she saves lives. Same reason all of us serve in the military. We ride around in these suits, but the things we’ve heard about the Angel . . .” I trail off. “Sorry, I know how stupid that sounds when you obviously just had an incident here.”
“No. No, it’s fine,” she tells us as she crosses her arms. “But you could at least try to be more like her instead of making our lives miserable.”
“Look, I don’t know what happened. All I know is that . . .” I point past her to the guy recovering in the chair. “If that happened because of a soldier, then that person shouldn’t be deployed out here. I can take a report and follow up to see what we can do about it.”
“You say you care now, after thirty of your soldiers just got done trying to steal our medical supplies.”
“Steal medical supplies? I don’t believe that.”
“Then how do you think my boyfriend ended up with his face looking like it’s been hit by a transport?”
I look back at the guy again, and I can’t stop the twisting frown that works across my face. “Please stand back,” I tell her. She hesitates for a second before pulling away, and then the front of my breastplate detaches,  folding forward and opening up the chest cavity. The suits are too big to control like smaller suits of armor, so our whole body’s contained in just the chest area, with a neural link that gives us control over the suit. I pull out the neural plug that’s jacked into the base of my skull and step forward, jumping forward and onto the pavement so that I’m standing eye to eye with her. She looks a lot less intimidated once we’re face to face, without me riding around in a ten-foot-tall suit of walking death.
I reach out my hand to her. “Sergeant Devleena Kumar,” I tell her as we lock hands. “Most people call me Kali.”
“Cynthia Silvera,” she tells me. “We might only be alive because of the Angel. She’s always there when we need her. Not a half hour late.”
I bow my head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t really know what was happening here. All we heard on our comms was that she’d arrived and was getting into it with some of our boys and girls.”
“And what would you have done if she was? Would you have shot at her?”
I freeze as I’m staring at this woman. It’s hard to find what I should say to that. “If we had the order to. If she was a threat.”
“It’s easy to say that you respect her. The reason why everyone likes her is because she’ll do anything to actually protect people, not hurt them. You could learn a thing or two.”
“I’m . . . We have duties we need done.”
“So badly you were okay having soldiers take all of our supplies?”
My eyes go past her and into the tent. After a second, I look back at her and just shake my head. “No. If we’d gotten here and found out what was going on . . . I would have gotten someone on the line to get things cleared up. Nobody should have come through here trying to take supplies from you without clearing it with you ahead of time.” I raise my hands before she can protest. “Not so that they could come in and take everything, but just so that some kind of arrangement could be worked out. I know you’re not completely against the idea of our troops being able to take care of themselves out in the Deadlands, right?”
She frowns but nods her head at the same time. “I know what you’re saying. Of course I wouldn’t say anything against that. I’m a nurse. I want everyone taken care of. It’s just how this all happened, how they behaved. They just came out of nowhere . . . Pushed me to the ground, grabbed my sister Mandy . . . and you see what happened to Mike.”
“On behalf of Fort Silence, I give you my deepest apologies,” I tell her with another bow of my head. “Things have been confusing, with orders coming from the fort and your local War Council. The chain of command isn’t clear right now. I’m not going to say for sure what happened, but I believe it must have been some sort of mix up.” I shake my head even as I’m saying it. “Doesn’t matter. It was a screw up on our part, and it shouldn’t have happened. I know you don’t buy this right now, but I am committed to keeping the people of this city safe. I don’t have the authority to look completely into this incident. There’s a special investigations department for that. But, me and the boys and girls behind me are pretty popular with the troops. We’ll make sure word gets out that these things shouldn’t be happening.”
She shakes her head and gives me a nod after she finally accepts what I’m saying. “Thank you, Sergeant Kumar. At least it looks like a few of you from Fort Silence aren’t all terrible.”




Intercepted Broadcast from the Tank 02
I must remind everyone of all the efforts we, the people of the Deadlands, the Sha’b, have made to create the peace we want. We all know the sacrifices Ned Lancaster made, trying to bring about a peace with Central. We also know why that peace could never exist. Because they wanted us gone. They didn’t want peace with us. They wanted us dead. We know, by the actions of men like Nikola Dravic, who would only accept peace on his own terms. Peace, at the end of a gun. We know through their alliance with Fort Silence and Yousef Suliman, a man who will only be satisfied when we are all dead.
What good is peace if means abandoning a way of life? What good is security with no freedoms? Are we any better than animals, allowed to roam within our cages but threatened with violence the minute we break free from our restraints? Peace cannot come under these terms. Remember Ned Lancaster, who died fighting for a better peace, sacrificing for a better peace. He chose to ally himself, in the end, with Central. Chose to give his lands to Central.
Do we hate him for that? Do we despise him? Are we bitter toward him? No. Don’t we now make our homes on the land his son, Ned Whitney Lancaster, fought for and bled for? Don’t we now call the streets he secured the same streets where our people can live free? Now I ask you, has Ned Whitney Lancaster allied himself with Central, as his father did? No. Because we know that as long as Central is under the influence of the general, there will never be a peace that is permanent. Because we know that Supreme General Yousef Suliman wants us wiped from existence.
For General Suliman, there can only be one vision for humanity’s future. His vision. A vision of pure humanity. But do not be deceived into thinking that for him, purity means only purity of blood. For him, it means a purity of culture. A purity of culture. One culture, one way of doing things, one way of existing, as outlined by him. He may tolerate your differences while he needs you, but in the end, you will be an obstacle to him. When that time comes, he will have you removed, by any means necessary.




Personal Recording of the President, Gabriel Branagh 19
I sigh as I take a look around the small table, into the faces of Colonel Martin, Representative Tan, Captain Jones, and Sergeant Patel. Tommy’s the first to speak up, of course. “Thanks for letting Patel come along. Nobody knows our troops like he does.”
“It’s no problem, Tommy,” I say with a nod to Patel. “Glad to have you onboard.”
“I’m ready to help in whatever way possible.”
“Glad to hear it.”
Tommy speaks up again. “So, what’re we going to do about this?”
“Good question.” I glance around the room. “I think that’s why we’re here. To figure that out.”
Tan leans into the table, gesturing with his hand. “I can tell you the feeling among residents in the city. Everyone is scared that isn’t well off. If you’re not a council member, a high up military officer, or one of the few people that’s wealthy in the city, then you don’t want to go out onto the streets. I think the situation that happened yesterday at the medical depot justifies those fears.”
“It does. Unfortunately, we’ve invited the devil onto the dance floor. It’s going to be a lot harder to get rid of Yousef now that he’s had a few weeks to get his claws into the city.”
Martin interrupts me. “I’m not even sure he’s the one we should be worried about, Mr. President. With all due respect, he seems to be calling very few of the shots. He’s delegated all that down to the councils, which was a bad move in my opinion. I understand he thought you’d be able to strike a balance, but the War Council is using this as an opportunity to bulk up its forces while the Advisory Council lines its pockets.” His eyes go to Tan. “Present company excluded, of course.”
Tan smiles. “Of course.”
“If I were going to pin a lot of this, I’d put it on Dravic. Of course, that might be intentional. He might just be soaking up some of the blame to make Yousef’s hands look clean.”
I lean back in my chair and heave out a breath that feels like it’s been trapped in my chest for too long. “What’s the situation with the militia, colonel? How are they responding to the merger with the soldiers from Fort Silence? Are we losing them?”
Martin laughs. “You must be joking. They appreciate the additional hardware when they’re out on patrols in the Deadlands, but frankly speaking sir, they hate the way the fort manages its personnel. It’s an example of completely different cultures clashing with each other. In the first place, Fort Silence has a culture of fear that’s hard to describe. The majority of the men and women from there seem scared to defy General Yousef in almost any way. At least our people know they can talk about the problems they have with their superiors.”
“You seem to have more to say about the issue.”
“I think it should be obvious what I have to say.” He motions to Michael. “Representative Tan here eluded to it. That incident at the medical depot would have never happened if it had been militia members out there. Maybe we don’t have the most sophisticated force in the Deadlands, but our boys and girls were raised here in the city. They know their neighbors and who they’re fighting for. Hell, that girl, Cynthia? She’s patched up half of our people since she got here and fed the other half through her work at the food center. You think our militia would have ever done to her what a bunch of strangers with rifles from Fort Silence did?”
I nod at him. “That’s a good point, colonel. In the end, I suppose we can rely on the militia staying loyal to Central, even if the War Council doesn’t.”
“You ever decide to give the order, our people will pick up their rifles and take it to the soldiers around town.”
“I believe it, but I also don’t want it to come to that.” I look over at Patel. “I appreciate Colonel Martin’s perspective, but he’s still a highly placed officer. What are things looking like closer to the ground?”
Patel pats the table with his fingers a few times as his eyes drift to the corner, like he’s looking for something. “The colonel’s right. The militia’s loyal to Central, not Fort Silence, and most of them will fight for their homes and against the War Council if they think that Yousef’s trying to take the city. Things would be a little more confusing if it looked like the Advisory Council was still in control. Most of the guys still think the Advisory Council’s on their side.”
“I see. Makes sense, since their representatives are voted in.”
“There’s something else. There’s also been talk. Nothing serious, but the militia’s been talking here and there about what they’d have to do if they had to fight soldiers from Fort Silence. There’s basically already talk about fighting back.”
“Well, that would be a disaster. Our militia against the military hardware of Fort Silence in an unplanned, uncoordinated attack? We’d lose all of Central. As it stands, Yousef’s got tanks, armored transports, everything imaginable that would give him a hardware advantage. With that said, every residential building in the city has its own storage of weapons lockers. They might not be flashy, but in a pinch, if fighting were to break out? We know these streets. Yousef doesn’t. A few hundred thousand men and women, all fighting for their lives? Even the general knows that we have the numbers advantage. He’s said so himself. I think we’d put up one hell of a fight before we went down. Yousef would have to level the city to get rid of all of us.”
I pause and wave my hand. “Which is all too premature for us to even discuss. We’re imagining a worst case scenario where Yousef is completely unreasonable. He hasn’t shown himself to be that, at least not yet. So, for now, let’s hope that we can find a diplomatic solution. With that said, I want plans to be in place to keep all of our buildings in contact with one another in a way that Yousef can’t monitor. Find building leaders, people who can rally their buildings in an emergency, that way we can coordinate our efforts if we have to fight back. Make sure everyone knows to be in contact using radio. I’m talking real, old school radio, not the signals we send through Pocket Space. Once we have plans in place, we can distribute them to our building and block leaders. Quietly.”
Martins nods. “Understood, sir. I should mention, we do have a real military problem brewing out in the Deadlands.”
“Well, that’s exactly what we need,” I say as I lean back. “I suppose the only real guess to make is that it’s raiders.”
“They’ve been mostly quiet since the arrival of the Dark Angel and our partnership with Fort Silence, but they’re definitely planning something. I hate to admit it, but with the help of the fort, we’ve been able to track the source of their activities to a location not far from our Second Freedom colony. It’s only about 70 miles south, in a part of the city that sits against a river. Inside the War Council, they’ve taken to calling it Zone Delaware, after the river.”
“Zone Delaware. Nothing too intimidating about that.”
“Except for the fact that it’s twelve square miles of raider controlled territory.”
“That’s half the size of the island.” I shake my head. “We have any estimates on how many people they’ve got?”
“No, but if Erin Donoghue’s bragging during his time working with us is any indication, then they have at least as many men and women to go toe to toe with Central.”
“So, we’re talking about hundreds of thousands of raiders.”
“That doesn’t mean they’re all mission ready, sir. There could be plenty of women and children in those numbers.”
“Still, it’s a scary thought.” I look over at Tommy. “You’ve been pretty quiet. I’m almost afraid to ask you about—”
“About the Dark Angel?”
I sigh. “About Jackie.”
He rubs at his forehead. “I don’t know. If you tell her to get into it with the raiders, she will. She still hasn’t shared much about what happened while she was in the Deadlands, but I get the impression that she holds a grudge against them.”
“And after we put a stop to them? If things broke out between Central and Fort Silence.”
“I couldn’t tell you at this point. We all know her and Yousef got into it on the roof yesterday.”
Tan nods. “I’d say they did more than just get into it.”
“Sure, they blew part of the roof off. She still hasn’t changed positions about staying allied with Fort Silence though. At least, not as far as I know.”
I tap at the table. “That’s a problem. It might be a long shot, but I could see us managing to push Yousef and his troops off the island with the right kind of coordination and strategy. But, and I hate to say this . . .” I’m forced to take a deep breath as I even consider saying my next words. “But what if Jackie came down on their side? Fought, for Fort Silence?”
There’s a long quiet at the table when I mention it. Nobody seems to have any answers to that question. Finally, I just nod. “Serious questions we’ll have to discuss in the coming days. Colonel Martin, Representative Tan, Sergeant Patel, thank you all for coming. If you don’t mind, I have something I need to talk to about in private with Captain Jones here.”
The two of them nod and say their goodbyes as they walk out of the office. Before I’ve even had a chance to say anything, Tommy looks at me. “Sir, I’ll talk to Jackie about—”
“No, Tommy,” I say as I stretch my hand out to pause him. “That’s not what this is about.”
“Then what, sir?”
“I told Dodger I wouldn’t talk to you about this, but it’s something I feel like I need to do. Tommy, do you know how bad that girl wants to go back home?”
Tommy looks at me like he’s been caught with his pants down in the middle of a council meeting. “Uh, she’s mentioned it before, but . . .” He shakes his head. “I guess with everything that’s been going on the last few months, since Jackie got here and everything with Fort Silence, I haven’t really thought about it.”
“You should. Think about it, I mean, and talk to her about it. Now, I’m not going to tell you how to run your life—”
“No, please, sir. I’d love to hear what you have to say.”
Memories of Dodger telling me that Tommy looks at me like a father figure force a sigh out of me. “Tommy, Dodger’s stuck by with you through more than even I know about. She obviously loves you, and nothing replaces the love of a good woman. I wish I could wave my hands and order a hundred militia members to go with you back to the Tower, to help you retake the upper floors from whomever is running things up there. You know how things are now, though. That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t bring it up with her. She’s been carrying that weight with her for a while now. Honestly, she probably thinks she’s the only one who thinks about going back. You can’t let her bear that sort of burden alone.”
“I didn’t . . .” His eyes go to the table. “I didn’t mean to. She’s always so good about being there for me, and I’ve been caught up with everything happening in Central . . . I mean, she hasn’t brought it up in a while. But I shouldn’t have forgotten about it.”
“No, you shouldn’t have, because if there’s anyone in this world she should be able to depend on, it’s you.”
“You’re right. She’s been there every time I’ve complained about Yousef, or Jackie . . .” He shakes his head, and I can see just the slightest shimmer in his eyes. “Or even complained about my dad. She’s listened to me complain about it all, and I haven’t ever bothered following up with her about her wanting to go home.”
“And she probably hasn’t brought it up because she knows the stress you’re under. But you’ve got a responsibility to her. Tommy, I don’t know how everything between Fort Silence and Central Freedom is going to shake out. What I know is, if it all went to hell tomorrow, if everything came apart and we only had one day left with each other, I wouldn’t want anything coming between me and the person I loved. I would want to know, when everything was over, that I was on the best of terms with the people I cared about.”
He takes a deep breath and leans forward, resting his chin on his folded hands while he stares at the ceiling. “Damn it. I’m an idiot.”
“You’re a man. We tend to drop the ball on things like this from time to time. But things aren’t ending tomorrow, Tommy,” I say as I reach over and squeeze his shoulder. “So, get out of here. Go take care of your life for once instead of always worrying about Central. You can’t take care of a city if you can’t take care of your home, first.”
“Thanks, sir.” He hesitates for a second. “Gabriel. I’m going to go.”
“Me too. You’ve got Dodger to talk to. That’s hell of a lot better than the person I have to talk with. Yousef Suliman. Father O’Connor’s going to be pretty upset that I wasn’t able to put in time at the food depot today like I said I would. And for what? A talk with the person I trust least in the world.”




Excerpt from “On Purity,” by Yousef Suliman 03
So then, what is the purity? The purity is more than an issue of blood and genetics. Yes, humankind must be preserved free of the Creep’s infection. However, its culture and institutions must also be kept pure. Past societies collapsed under their own weight as decadence and debauchery became normal. They fell apart as people lost sight of the importance of discipline and dedication to the security of the state.
In the ideal society, every man and woman would serve in the military, learning what it mean to commit their lives to a cause greater than themselves. They would learn the value of putting aside their own personal desires in favor of what’s best for those around them. They would learn the value of restraint. A good work ethic, not indulging too much, dressing modestly. In an ideal society, we would have one set of customs that set our culture apart.
What happens when a society is too diverse? It fractures and falls apart. Neighbors argue with neighbors. People cannot agree on what’s worth fighting for. Endless debates break out as people argue what is ‘right’ and what is ‘wrong.’ If a society cannot even agree on what is right and what is wrong, then what hope can it have to survive? How can it be so unclear that those who are excessive, those who lack restraint, those who have bizarre habits and ways of behaving are in the wrong? And what should a society do about those people?
The answer is obvious. A strong order needs to be put into place that ensures safety and order for the future. Within that order, we can all enjoy a common way of living, leaving behind outdated traditions and customs that only divided us in the past. We can truly become one single people, with a stronger hope of surviving the harsh world we’re surrounded by because of the fact that we are unified. The purity, then, is a purity of blood and culture. Anyone that cannot accept the purity has no place in a civilized society, a society that can only be achieved by purging itself of dissenting voices that only threaten the future of mankind.




Mike’s Recording 17
I smile as I sit at the table in the one suit I own, Cynthia pressing a cold bag to my face. “The swelling’s going down, right?”
“Not at all,” she jokes. “Kidding. I’m kidding. It’s gotten so much better that almost nobody stared at you during service today.”
That makes me laugh. “Pretty sure I saw Father O’Connor staring at me even though I was sitting at the back of the cathedral.”
Mandy nods. “He was. He saw you the second you tried to sneak into the back pew. I was going to go tell him something afterward, but I didn’t think Cynthia would like that.”
Cynthia pops her sister across the arm. Not hard. “Amanda Silvera, you shouldn’t even be thinking of doing those kinds of things.”
“I’m headstrong.”
“Yes, you are. But who told you that?”
“Mike said you’re headstrong, and he said I’m like you.”
Cynthia looks at me. “You called me what now?”
I laugh, even if it makes my jaw hurt. “I was just telling Mandy that only you would rush a crowd of soldiers without a weapon and think you’d win.”
“Well, I have a boyfriend who decided to do the same thing.”
“Never said I wasn’t headstrong too.” My fingers play with the cross Cynthia gave me a few weeks before, feeling the cold metal pressing into my skin. “Hey. Don’t want to make things uncomfortable or anything, but . . .”
She puts a hand to my mouth. “Then don’t. It’s been a rough week.”
“I know. I know. Just saying, I was thinking, making we could . . .” I shake my head. “Maybe we could head out to the colonies for a while. Think of it like a vacation. Least until things calm down around here.”
When the words come out of my mouth, I feel Cynthia pull the cold pack away from my head as she takes a seat next to me. She looks over to her sister. “Mandy, could you let me and Mikey talk for a while?”
“No.” Mandy says. “That’s not fair.”
“What’s not fair?”
She looks away, staring at the floor. “You don’t have to try and protect me from everything, Cindy.”
Cynthia takes a deep breath and looks over at her sister. “What’s wrong, Mandy?”
“You always act like I don’t know what’s going on. I do though. I know things are bad in the city. I see the soldiers. I was there when they hit Mikey.” She looks up. “It’s not like I liked it when that one soldier just yanked my by the arm.”
“Did he hurt you?”
“No, but would you like it if somebody was so much stronger than you that they could just pull you off the ground? And it’s not like I liked seeing what they did to you.” She looks over at me. “Or you, Mikey.”
I can see Cynthia rubbing at her head and trying to figure out what to say. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize how . . . how aware you were of everything happening.”
“It’s okay. I know why you do it. You love me.” She smiles at her. “I love you too. It’s just that this is my home now, and I’d like it if could at least say something if we’re going to decide on leaving. I don’t think that’s too much to ask.”
“You’re absolutely right.” She looks back at me. “Okay, Mikey. It’s all three of us, then. We’ll have a . . . family discussion?”
I smile at her and squeeze her hand. “Yeah. Family discussion.”
“Then, what were you thinking?”
“Just that we get out of Central for a while. You guys can go ahead to Second Freedom, and I’ll follow just as soon as my reassignment goes through. Then maybe we plan to head out a little further.”
“I don’t want to leave without you.” She looks over at Mandy. “What do you think?”
“No way,” she says back. “We’re not leaving you behind, Mikey.”
My fingers squeeze on Cynthia’s hand a little more. “That’s not what’s going on. Just takes a little while longer to get reassigned. Not like I can just pick up and go. Actually, it’s kind of a military crime to just do that without telling anyone. Me though, I’m part of the militia. I can get out of Central the second I get my approval, and I know Colonel Martin can put a rush on that. You two though? Not so easy. With all the raider sightings, they’re really cracking down on who can come and go off the island. Eventually, they might just close travel out of Central. Guys, I really . . .” Can’t help sucking hard at the air while I try to find the words. “Anything happens to you two, I don’t think I can rebuild. Not again. Did that after the Tower, thanks to you guys. Just, it’d be easier for me, peace of mind and all, if I knew you were safe. Not sure I think that’s in Central anymore. I’d be able to get back with you two in . . . let’s say a few weeks, tops. No lie.”
Mandy shakes her head. “I don’t like it.”
Cynthia shakes her head, too. “I don’t like it either. But, I also know you’re right about them making it harder to get out of the city.” She looks back at her sister. “Mandy?”
“Yeah,” she confesses. “I know.”
“You did just get done saying you know more than I like to think.”
“It’s true. And . . . it’s true that it’s getting harder to leave. It’s just that . . .” She looks away for a second before looking back my way. I see her hand run over her face, pressing at her eyes. “Mikey, that would scare me. If we left you behind, something could happen, and if we didn’t ever see you again . . .”
My free hand runs through my hair as I look at her. “Not going to happen. You’re just going on vacation. Then, I’ll be going out there to meet up with you guys. I just got to wrap up stuff here.”
“So, you promise that you won’t take too long getting out there?”
“Mandy, the only thing I’ll be thinking about the whole time you guys are gone is about coming out there to be with you.”




Tommy’s Recording 26
I hear Dodger’s voice call out to me from the kitchen the second I’m through the door. “Babe, I made your favorite,” she says as she appears down the hallway. “Take a guess.”
“Um, let me think,” I tell her as I tap on my chin. “Salad? Vegetable soup?”
“What if I told you I was able to get a box of spaghetti noodles from the garrison today?”
“You what?” I nearly stumble over my feet as I follow her into the kitchen, my eyes going to two pots that are on the stove. “You got the noodles and tomato sauce?”
“See? It pays to date someone who actually works in the community once in a while. You could probably learn a thing or two from me,” she says with a smile as she stirs at the noodles. For a second, she stands at the stove before turning around. “Actually, there’s been something that’s, you know . . . just, something’s been on my mind, and I know you’ve already got enough going on, but . . .”
“Don’t say anything else. I already know.”
“You . . . do?”
“You want to go home because you miss your parents.”
When I say it, she looks confused for a second. Actually, she turns around and puts down the spoon, her hands grabbing onto the edge of the counter. I see her wipe at her nose and hear her sniff before she talks. “I guess Branagh told you.”
“I’m sorry, Dodger. I’ve been so caught up with everything happening in Central that I stopped paying attention to what you were going through, and honestly, that kind of makes me the worst boyfriend in the world, but . . .”
She turns around and smiles at me. “Shut up, weirdo.”
I look up at her and grin. “You’re not mad?”
“I’m not mad, Tommy,” she says as she wipes at her face again. “I’m glad you brought it up. I mean, I know . . .” She looks over to the window that stares down onto the street. “I know this isn’t a good time. I’m not stupid, even though half the time people seem to think I am . . .”
“Who thinks you’re stupid? You’re one of the smartest girls I ever met.”
“Doctor Watson kind of barked at me in the lab the other day. Said I was talking like a ‘layperson.’ Sorta implied I was acting dumb for people.”
“Well, as smart as that man is, he’s an idiot if that’s what he thinks. Don’t think that I’ve forgotten you’re the girl who was our computer whiz coming down the Tower. I know you haven’t really had a chance to  work with those since we got here, and I was kind of hoping you’d be able to enjoy yourself in the lab.”
“I did. Really. Maybe I just need to start listening to everyone and grow a backbone. I think I’m getting there.” She takes a deep breath as she works through her thoughts. “I guess life toughens you up. Between losing Linda and getting shot . . . Dealing with this whole situation with the raiders and Jackie coming back . . . Not to mention Fort Silence locking down everything on the island . . . It’s been a tough year, Tommy.”
“I know.”
“So, I just thought that maybe it was time to say something. I’m glad you wanted to talk about it too though.”
“Listen, I messed up. You’re always willing to listen to me, and I brushed off going back home. To be honest, I didn’t even really stop to think about how important it might be for you. Well, the first chance we get, we’ll stop putting this off. We’ll head back to the Tower, whether or not we have anyone from Central to back us up.”
She smiles again and closes her eyes, her hand pressing on my chest. “Tommy. You just said I’m not dumb.”
“I did. I did.”
“So let’s be honest about everything. If it’s just me, you, and Mike, we can’t go back up the Tower. I know that. Even if the Creep’s gone, we’re still only three people. We don’t know what’s happening with Security up there or how Tower Authority has reacted since we got out. For all we know, we’d be shot at the second we got halfway back up.”
“Okay then. Well, you’re my genius girlfriend,” I tell her as I take her hand. “I’ll go with your plan. You’ll figure out something. I mean, I don’t know anybody else with the smarts to do it.”
“Alright, cheeseball,” she laughs as she leans in to give me a kiss on the cheek. “Grab a fork and hold onto your pants. I’ve got some mean spaghetti coming to the table.”
“Great, because I could use some food. President Branagh actually asked me what we’d have to do if we ever had to fight Jackie.”
“You know that would never happen, right?”
“I hope so. It’s hard to tell sometimes behind the mask.”
“Well, don’t worry. I’ve actually had something up my sleeve for a while. I think it might help get her more on your side.”
“Oh yeah? So what’s the plan?”
She just gives me a little smile. “You let me worry about it for once.”




Jackie’s Recording 12
I can’t help but be a little weirded out as I’m standing the school kitchen with Dodger and Cynthia. “Thanks for inviting me,” I manage to tell them, “Even if this is a little . . . weird. Am I the only one who feels that way?”
Dodger smiles my way. “Weren’t you the one complaining that the only thing you get to do in Central is fight?”
“Murdered by my own words.”
“Executed. Central always needs people volunteering to help out around the city. And the school needs people to help make lunch, so . . .”
Cynthia motions to the sink. “You can wash dishes, right?”
My eyes roll at that. “Yeah, I can wash dishes.”
“Why don’t you do that while I start getting food ready?”
I nod to her as I head over the sink, my eyes going over all of the trays sitting in the oversized sink. “How many kids do you guys even have here, anyway?”
“A few hundred.”
“A few hundred?” I look over my shoulder to the two of them. “I mean, I guess it makes sense, considering how many people live in Central. Still . . .”
Dodger point to the cafeteria behind her. “Talk and work, lady. Got kids coming in a second.”
“Alright, alright,” I tell her as I dip my hands into the water. “You know what’s really weird?”
“What’s that?”
“I can count on my hands how many times I’ve worn a short sleeve shirt since I first came to Central.”
“Well, you’re always walking around in that jumpsuit of yours.”
Cynthia pats me on the back as she passes by. “Is there something wrong with not wearing a jumpsuit?”
“No. It’s just so . . . normal.”
“And you don’t think that’s how you should feel?”
“I could probably do with more of it, actually.”
“It just makes you uncomfortable?”
“Yeah. Weird, right?” I tell her as I pass trays beneath the spray, blasting off food bits before shoveling the dishes into a monster of a cleaning machine. “I’ve never actually thought about how everything in Central still works. Like plumbing.”
I hear Cynthia laugh from behind me. “The Creep didn’t destroy the pipes here, Jackie.”
“I guess the island being separated from the mainland helped that a little.”
Dodger answers back. “Most stuff around Central survived better than on the mainland. I mean, a lot still got lost. It’s not like the Creep didn’t hit here. Things just didn’t get hit as hard. From what I’ve heard, the plumbing survived surprisingly well. The whole island’s got a really amazing water system. So yeah, we can do dishes and drink clean water. I just really wish we could get the power running everywhere.”
“Yeah, it’s crazy to think about. All those abandoned parts of the city coming back to life. The towers, billboards . . . All that stuff that’s just dead now.”
“Then you’d really start feeling normal. Imagine a world where you don’t need to fight the Creep anymore. Where you can just go shopping in the afternoon like they do in all the old movies.”
It actually makes stop a second as I’m grabbing another tray. “Yeah. Imagine that.”
“Did I say something wrong?”
“No. It’s really not your fault. All this talk about being normal . . . I don’t even remember feeling like that as a kid. I think things just got worse the older I got.”
“Well, one day you’ll get a chance to just settle down and, I dunno, play baseball or something.”
“Mind if I ask you something that’s absolutely going to sound rude?”
She sighs. “Do I already know what the question is?”
“Probably. I guess I just want to know why you two even bothered inviting me here.” I turn around a little to look at them. “I get the whole try and make Jackie feel normal thing. But shouldn’t you two hate me by now or something?”
Cynthia rolls her eyes at me as she’s slicing through vegetables on her cutting board. “Dios mio. Is that really what you think?”
“I mean, yeah.”
“You know, I just got done defending you to someone from Fort Silence the other day. I told them that the Angel is always looking out for everyone else.”
“And that’s why Mike’s face looked like hamburger meat when I got there?”
“It looked like that because the people from Fort Silence are . . .” Cynthia pauses and shakes her head. “No. They’re not all bad. But, some of them don’t know what it’s like to live without feeling like everything is a threat. That’s why they behave the way they do.”
“I still could’ve done something earlier. Said something.”
“There’s lots of things we can try to do, Jackie, that won’t change what happens. What happened, happened. You still saved Mike, me, Mandy . . .”
Dodger lifts a finger and smiles “Let’s try and not make this an inflate Jackie’s ego moment.”
Cynthia laughs before pointing with her knife to the cafeteria. We all look up in time to see doors slide open and the room suddenly just surge with a crowd of kids. “Jackie, the trays. We need to hurry.”
“Going, I’m going,” I tell her as I speed through the last few and dump them into the machine. “That should get us through the lunch rush.”
“Then get out there and start introducing yourself.”
My eyes slowly crawl toward her as I feel the blood emptying out of my face. “What’s that now?”
“All of our school volunteers have to introduce themselves to the kids. It’s so the kids feel comfortable with the people working here.”
I start to chuckle a little as I process the horrifying news, my eye dragging over to Dodger. “You didn’t say anything about this . . .”
Dodger shrugs. “Jackie, I’ve been volunteering around the city for a few weeks now and I’ve only got marginally better self-confidence than you. If I could do it, you can do it. Just find Mandy and tell her to introduce you to her friends.”
“God.” I look out of the serving window facing the cafeteria. “Okay. Okay. I can do this.”
Cynthia’s eyes go wide open as she starts gesturing almost scarily with her knife. “Jackie, you’ve killed monstrous beings that can control the Creep and beaten armies by yourself. Are you scared of a bunch of little children?”
“I’m terrified,” I almost scream as I force my way to the door. “But I’m going. I’m going!”
I practically slam the door open and explode into the cafeteria like I’m busting into a room ready to fight. The second I do, the sounds around me are almost overwhelming. There are just so many kids shouting and laughing, I almost feel disoriented in the sea of them as my eyes are searching the room. I finally spot Mandy waving at me, her body wrapped in a thick jacket to protect from the cold. Even with the heat flowing out of the vents, the whole building’s chilly with the winter winds.
I end up hovering over Mandy, looking uncomfortably between her and all her friends. She must see I’m in a half panic because she motions for her friends to make some space, and I end up sandwiched in between a bunch of 12-year-olds all talking too loud for me to feel comfortable. As soon as I’m in a chair, she motions to everyone at the table. “This is Jackie. She’s volunteering at the school.”
There’s only the barest of responses from a bunch of kids who are too busy talking about things I don’t even recognize. I actually feel a little relieved to be so thoroughly ignored as I sit there. “What’s going on, Mandy?”
“I can’t belief you actually came over here to introduce yourself.”
“You and me both, kid.”
“Are you having an anxiety attack yet?”
“You have no idea,” I tell her as I suck in a breath. “But let’s not focus on that. How’s school?”
“Today wasn’t too bad. We’re doing stuff in science with plants. You’d like it.”
“Oh yeah?”
She nods as one of the cafeteria volunteers drops one of the trays in front of her, a pile of seasoned and spiced vegetables there along with large slices of mushrooms. “We’re supposed to be raising our own plants in a terrarium, so we have to use fertilizer for the soil and water the plants every day. Oh, and keep them lit so they grow.”
“Doesn’t sound like much of an experiment.”
“Well, we can’t raise animals, so what else are we supposed to raise?”
“I guess that’s true. Plus, it does teach you about how to take care of something besides yourself.”
“I also get to work with Danny Chang.”
“Danny Chang?”
She smiles at me as she’s devouring a fork full of vegetables. “He’s cute.”
“Ah, I get it. Aren’t you a little young to start having crushes?”
“How old were you when you had a crush on Mike?”
“Hey, that’s . . . This is not a conversation about me, okay?” I say as I’m laughing. “Well, just as long as you keep doing well in school then I don’t think your sister’s going to have any problems with you having a crush.”
Mandy points a finger at one of the kids across the table. “Jackie’s in the militia.” I can’t help sending her an annoyed look because, all of a sudden, I’m getting swarmed by kids peppering me with questions about what it’s like, where I’ve been, and what I’ve done. Still, after giving the briefest responses possible for a couple of seconds, I finally start to get into it. I have to gloss over a lot of it, just because I don’t want to get into discussing anything about being the Angel, but soon I’m having some fun with them, talking about visiting Central Primary and what it’s like to be in a fight. Nothing too gruesome, but just enough to make it entertaining.
I get so into it that I don’t notice someone behind me, at least not until they squeeze on my shoulder. When they do, I whip around, only to find myself staring up into the face of Corporal Yazzie, standing there in a navy blue uniform alongside someone else I don’t recognize. “Oh, Yasmine,” I tell her as I get up from the table, giving Mandy’s shoulder a squeeze as I do. “Is something wrong?”
“Not at all,” she tells me as she motions to the brown skinned man next to her. “This is Michael Patel. We both serve under Lieutenant Chapman. Tommy, I mean.”
“I get it,” I tell her as I extend a hand to greet Patel. “Nice to meet you.”
“My pleasure, ma’am,” he tells me with a nod.
Yasmine nods away from the tables and to a glass wall facing the school courtyard. “Have a second to talk?”
“Until they need me to wash more dishes,” I joke as we walk to the end of the cafeteria. The second we get there, I can feel the cold chill seeping in through the windows. “Cold. Is it always like this in Central?”
Patel’s eye picks up. “You’re not from here?”
“Ah, no.”
Yasmine motions to Patel. “You mind if I tell him who you are? He’s trustworthy. Promise.”
I hesitate a second as I’m rubbing my arms, my eyes going over to the guy, who’s got a weird, curious look on his face. “Yeah. What the hell.”
She nods my way. “She saved your life during the Battle for Central Freedom. It was in your debriefing. When you were trying to get off the bridge?”
It takes him a minute before he connects the dots and his eyes spring open. “Oh. I guess this really is a special occasion. Thanks for that, by the way. Being alive is preferable to being dead.”
It almost makes me laugh. “You’re a man of many words.”
“The emotional detachment’s actually pretty useful in a fight.”
“I’d bet. I get that way too. Kind of comes down to getting business done. The only time I get emotional’s when someone puts a rocket into my stomach or something.”
“I’m not going to make a big thing about this. I hate when people make big deals out of things. But I think I should tell you that a lot of people in the militia are grateful for all of the things you’ve done. You’ve saved a lot of lives. Like mine.”
“Well, I’m glad you’re not making a big deal out of it, because I just feel like it’s the right thing to do.” I look over at Yasmine. “Speaking of fighting, what brings you two out of the garrison?”
“Besides the fact that we have normal lives outside of it?” she says with such complete deadpan sarcasm that I can only tell, by the smallest smirk in her lips, that she’s joking. “Me and Patel do security training for the guards working here. That’s why we’ve got these uniforms on.”
“I was wondering about that.”
“We don’t normally work today but Dodger wanted us to come out.”
“It’s because of me, isn’t it?”
“Kind of. She wanted to go out for drinks and dinner after school’s over. Told her I’d be up for it.” Her eyes go over to Patel. “I assume you’re in?”
Patel cocks his head. “I can’t hold down drinks, but I’m going to be starving.”
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Sitting there with the Advisory Council, Tommy and Martin flanking me while we stare down Yousef on the other end, I just rub at my forehead as we rehash the same debate that’s been going on for the last couple of hours. “How hard is it really just to have a proper acquisition process for materials? We really thought the best way of getting supplies to those troops outbound for the Deadlands was to have them pick it up from the medical depot? Without any notification.”
Yousef raises his hands. “I’ve said time and time again that I did not send my men there. It’s not my fault if nobody wants to hear my side of things.”
Dravic intervenes. “Mr. President, it’s possible that I may have . . . accidentally . . . authorized them to take those supplies.”
Tommy leans in. “Representative Dravic, you’ll pardon me for being harsh, but how the hell do you ‘accidentally’ authorize the raiding of supplies from a mobile medical depot?”
“The depot was along the route they were taking on their way out of the city. I mentioned to the company lieutenant that they would likely be able to pick up additional supplies there because we hadn’t yet received our new stock from the central warehouses. I told them I could clear it with the War Council.”
“Clear it later? That’s not a formal authorization for resupplying. You can’t just give verbal consent for that kind of thing. There’s a bureaucracy, forms to fill out . . .”
Yousef raises his hand. “Half the reason Fort Silent exists is because we wanted to streamline the mobilization process. It’s not as if we don’t have a process, but if someone in a position like Representative Dravic indicates authorization’s been given . . .” He shrugs. “Then it’s likely my men took it as a formal authorization. That led us to the incident.”
“An incident that almost got innocent people killed.”
I wave a hand and cut in. “Look. This is exactly what I was worried about when we decided to merge our forces. Besides the fact that I don’t like the heavy-handed militarism that you use, general, there’s also completely different operational cultures and chains of command.”
“And what would you like me to say, Mr. President?”
“How about that you’re going to get your men under control? Start telling them to stop treating our civilians like they’re raiders.”
Tasha Bouley, of all people, decides to get in on things. “President Gabriel, these are just growing pains. I don’t understand what sense it makes to try and persecute Yousef when he’s only been in the city for a few days.”
“Persecute? Tasha, he’s the supreme general of the most advanced military force in the Deadlands. I think he can take a little criticism.”
“And you’re the president of the last remaining real city in the world, so when are you going to suck it up and start trying to make this work?”
“Excuse me?” A history of insults hasn’t made me immune to Tasha’s criticism. “How about the Advisory Council start doing its job and start putting checks and balances on these military operations, which was what was supposed to happen in the first place. It was this council’s job to make sure that incidents like the one at the medical depot didn’t break out by keeping a close watch on things that were going on.”
“And we will. Alright? How many times do you want us to say it? It was a screw up.”
“A screw up? People could have died, Tasha. I know this is a new concept to you, between your trying to suck up all the funds from the city while adding on to that estate of yours, but we’re actually here to do a job for the average joe trying to put two and two together out there.”
“Putting your insults aside, I know that people almost died, Gabriel, but they didn’t. We’ll handle it.” Her eyes goes to Yousef, who’s eyes are starting to roll as she looks at him. “As for you, I’ve tried to get in touch with you at least a half dozen times since you got into Central and what do I have to show for it?”
Yousef starts rubbing at his temples as he stares down at the table. “And you’ve left messages with every person on my staff since I arrived.”
“Then when were you going to get in touch with me?”
“Perhaps sometime between when I got done having a fight with the Dark Angel and trying to sort out what happened at the medical depot?”
“And that gives you a free pass to ignore me? We’re all busy here, general.”
There’s a second, right then, when Yousef tucks his hands under the table and I could swear, for at least half a second, that I see just a little bit of golden light trailing his fingers. I actually stop breathing for that instant. An instant later, he looks back at Tasha, faking a smile as they lock eyes. When he does talk, his voice is like a cold blade. “To be clear, this is an alliance. A partnership among equals. I am not your dog to call for when you need me. I would suggest that you do not force me to make my point any clearer than that.”
Dravic’s eyes go wide as he tilts his head at Yousef, as if he’s trying to remind the general to calm down. Tasha actually looks a little taken aback by his tone, and she fumbles for her next few words. “I . . . wasn’t trying to offend, general. We have a certain pace that we run things at here in Central. Delays can make getting things done harder on all of us.”
Yousef takes a deep breath as he stares off at the table, like he’s just staring into nothing. His eyes just look . . . empty, like there’s an abyss inside of him ready to pour out. The moment draws out for a long time, long enough that Tommy looks my way, the two of us exchanging worried glances. Finally, the general takes a deep breath as he sits there. “I hope the council will forgive me for my impatience. I am . . . not used to having to answer to anyone. Not in my role at the head of Fort Silence. However, these are new circumstances for me. For us all, really.” He takes another breath as he looks around the room. “I promise to be more responsive to all of you from now on. In the interest of ensuring the success of our alliance.”
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There’s a restaurant not far from the school that the teachers apparently like to go to after work. It’s just across the street from a park named after someone named Marcus Garvey, or at least that’s what the plaques outside the park say. He had to have been important, right? I mean the park’s named after him. It’s not a place I’ve ever been inside of, but as we’re walking by it, Cynthia tells me about how there’s an amphitheater inside where bands play concerts once in a while. There’s apparently what used to be a swimming pool in there that the city converted to more of a play area, just because you don’t want people diving into water when it’s been exposed to the sort of rain that falls around Central. Not that it’s toxic like the kind around the Tower, but there’s just still concerns about what would happen if you swam around in it for a long period of time.
Anyway, the restaurant we end up at, like all of the restaurants in Central, takes credits issued by the city as payment for work done. And, just like all the restaurants in the city, it’s a vegetarian place. Nothing wrong with that, but it’d be an incredible lie if I said I didn’t miss the cuts of chicken from dining with Yousef.
I’ll go on record as saying that for the first half hour of us all sitting around and talking that I’m really out of my element. Dodger, Yazzie, Patel, Cynthia . . . I don’t know. They all seem to know each other so well. Dodger’s the only one of them I’m really close with. Still, after a while of sitting around, having dinner and drinks, I start to feel a little more comfortable talking. It’s that moment between when I feel like a statue and start feeling like a normal person.
Yazzie jokes about Tommy being in over his head. Dodger agrees, laughing about how Tommy never set out to be a soldier. Cynthia joins in, the three of them having some laughs at Tommy’s expense, but it’s all in good fun. The funniest part about it to me is seeing Patel across the table, eyes wide as he’s eating, like he’s permanently surprised by everything happening around him. I don’t really know his deal, all I know’s that he doesn’t really process information and his surroundings the way that other people do. On our way over to the restaurant, Dodger mentioned that people sometimes thought Patel was being unfriendly when the truth was that he just didn’t really ‘get’ social interactions that well. I guess what’s funny to me, as we’re sitting there, is that we lock eyes at one point. When we do, I can tell Patel likes being there but just doesn’t pick up on social cues. It’s interesting to me that he cocks his head at me, because I’m the only other person besides him that doesn’t seem to be completely in on the jokes. When he notices, he raises a glass to me, and we silently toast to each other as we’re sitting there at the table.
Yasmine bumps him with her elbow and deadpans, “No secret clubs at the drinker’s table.”
“I was just saluting Jackie over our shared difficulties in social situations.”
Dodger laughs as she puts a hand on my shoulder. “I’m glad you made a friend, Patel. Jackie likes to make social situations worse for herself.”
I nod and laugh with her. “That’s . . . kind of true.”
Yasmine takes a drink from her glass before continuing. “Why would you do that?”
“I don’t know. I got so used to being an outsider, then I got better in social situations for a while, then a bunch of stuff happened to me out in the Deadlands . . .”
“Before you came back to Central.”
“Yeah.”
“But now you’re here and everyone loves you. So, what’s the problem?”
I shake my head. “The problem’s me accepting that people love me. Or even like me, for that matter.”
“That’s weird. It’s obvious.”
“Eh.”
“Aren’t you the person who’s told Dodger to be more confident about herself? That everyone believes in her.”
“See, that’s another thing,” I tell her with a lift of my finger. “Apparently I’m pretty great at giving advice and a lot worse at taking my own advice.”
“That’s everybody. Don’t stress it so much. Everyone here goes through that.”
Patel nods. “It’s true. I can recite books about how to be good in social situations and still act like a robot during most of them.”
“You’re not a robot, Patel,” Yasmine barks as she pushes his glass toward him. “Now drink.”
“Alrighty.”
I squeeze tighter into my jacket as the restaurant doors open up, a few more people coming inside to eat. “Anyway, this is pretty cool. I can’t believe I’ve been in Central this long and I’ve never just done this.”
Cynthia looks over at her. “You were always welcome.”
“There’s that gap again, though, between what you know and what you feel.”
“Definitely.”
“Although, again, I should do some reaching out once in a while instead of always expecting people to reach out to me.”
“Well, you are the new person in town. Maybe we should have put in more of an effort to make you feel welcome.”
“Honestly, I didn’t even realize how much I’d like working at a school.”
Dodger smiles at me. “Oh, ended up liking it, did you?”
“Shut up,” I joke at her as I take a bite of food from my plate. “Maybe I’m never going to be great with kids, but it was weirdly satisfying to feel like I was helping the city without, you know, fighting.”
Yasmine nods. “Why do you think me and Patel do it? Spend too much time in the garrison or out in the Deadlands and you’ll start thinking that all there is to life is being in the militia. That’s not healthy.”
Patel nods with her. “No, it’s not. I think everyone here knows that’s the big difference between Central and Fort Silence.”
I raise my hand to get in a word. “That’s another thing. I’m not going to say I know everything about the fort, but it felt like things outside the fort walls were different. Just based on what I was told, life’s not like that in the surrounding city.”
“It’s possible that not everyone’s cut out to be a soldier up there, so they live outside the walls.”
“Maybe. I know, there have to be people living out there. There’s tanks and soldiers guarding every block. I bet they get to live life a lot like anyone from Central, just with a lot of military protection.”
“It’s an interesting idea. Anyone who can’t cut it in the military lives outside the walls but still have protection. Yousef can’t be completely evil if he’s protecting that many people.”
“Even at his worst, I don’t . . . I really don’t think he’s evil. He just does things differently.”
Yasmine shakes her head. “It’s still a scummy way of running things, making people live scared. And it still doesn’t change the fact that as far as the people inside go, they really are different enough from us. All they do is train. It’ nothing but military life.”
I sigh. “Well, it is a military base.”
“Even we still get to come out here and help volunteer for stuff. That keeps us human.”
“They’re human up there, they’ve just been . . .”
“Brainwashed?”
“Maybe.”
Cynthia shakes her head. “Not all of them. The ones I met, after the trouble at the depot, sounded like they really wanted to make a difference. To be protectors of the people.”
I spread my arms along the table. “That’s all I want to say about it. Maybe the people at Fort Silence aren’t really that different from us. Yeah, maybe a lot of them are brainwashed from the nonstop training and fighting. Maybe Yousef isn’t the best people person to be in charge of a place that big. But are we really going to pretend like we’ve got great people on the Advisory Council?”
Everyone smiles and starts insulting the various people on the council before continuing with their meals. Eventually, Patel and Yasmine start to pull away from the booth. Yasmine pats Patel on the chest as they get up. “This guy will sleep right through morning reveille if we don’t get him tucked in by his bedtime. Hey, Jackie, it was nice talking to you like this. Let’s do it again or something.”
“Yeah, sure,” I tell her with a smile as they start to walk away. Patel ducks his head back into the booth for just one second as he’s about to go.
“Everyone have a good night,” he says before disappearing again, leaving me there with Cynthia and Dodger. Dodger stifles a yawn as she’s sitting there, her hands covering her mouth as she tries hide how tired she is.
“I just need some coffee, not beer,” she says as she starts looking around the restaurant.
Cynthia waves her off from the opposite side of the table. “What you need is sleep. Go. Your boyfriend will be happy to have you home.”
“We’re not living together yet.”
“No, you’re just spending all your time over there.”
Dodger laughs. “Alright, alright. Don’t you two stay out too late either though,” she says as she slides out of the booth. “One of you has a medical clinic to work at tomorrow and the other one of you,” she says, cocking her head at me. “What do you do when you’re not saving the world?”
“Well, I’ve been spending most of my time brooding on rooftops.”
“Builders, that’s depressing. No wonder you’re moody all the time.”
“Maybe I’ll do some more volunteer work. It was fun.”
“I approve,” she says with a wave as she turns to head out the door.
That leaves just me and Cynthia staring at each other from across the booth. Before things can get uncomfortable, I tell her, “I don’t think we’ve ever actually just hung out alone.”
“We haven’t,” she says as she buries her fork into the greens in front of her. “That’s funny since we’re both so close to Mikey.”
“Yeah. You didn’t think it was weird, me coming back and all?”
“No. I was more afraid of the Creep inside of you but that was because . . .” She smiles, but it’s a little sad. “Well, because of how things are, and because of how things ended with my parents.”
“Mandy told me a little about it. She says you two had to see them, well, you know.”
“It’s true. I was a teenager at the time, and Mandy still wasn’t ten years old. She remembers her mother and father very well though. She has incredible memory.”
“She’s really sharp.”
“She really is. Our parents met as part of a group of colonists who’d left for the Deadlands from Central. They must have been out there, ooh, maybe a few years before they fell in love and got married.”
“Married. So they do weddings out there in the colonies?”
Cynthia smile at me. “People take their culture with them wherever they live and no matter how difficult the circumstances. Both of my parents were very religious.”
“So that’s why you’re so big on the church thing. Well, I guess Mike is too, now.”
“Yes, it means a lot to me and Mandy. We do believe in God, but our faith is also a connection to our parents. There were no real churches out there in the colony, but a few people got together every week. In the morning, my father would wake us up with alabanzas as my mother would make breakfast for the family. We would meet with the others and talk about our faith, about how we were struggling with living in the colony and how God would get us through difficult times.” She laughs. “Well, the adults would. I would sit in the back waiting for it all to be over. I don’t think I took my own faith too seriously until after they passed away.”
“I guess death has a way of putting everything into focus. It kind of makes you consider what you think’s important and why.”
“For me and Mandy, it was definitely faith. When we go to the church, I can almost hear my father singing again.” Cynthia’s hand rests on her chest. “Excuse me. It’s almost as if he’s here right now.”
“I had a relationship like that with my dad. And my mom, but me and my dad were closer, I think.”
“I found my love for medicine from my father. Did you pick up anything like that from yours?”
I flash her a smile while I’m eating. “Both of them, actually. They were scientists, and I always wanted to be one too.”
“Everyone says how smart you are.”
“Yeah, everyone says I’m smart, but they really need me more for these,” I tell her with a look at my fists.
“They need you for what’s inside of you, Jackie. It doesn’t matter to them whether you’re there for them as a scientist or a fighter.”
“Sure, they just really need me more as a fighter.”
Cynthia smiles from behind her glass. “They need me more as help at the school sometimes, but that doesn’t make me only a school assistant.”
“I guess that’s true.” I scratch my head. “So how do I get back on track with them, Cynthia? I miss Mike and Tommy so much.”
“The answer’s always the same, Jackie. You talk to them.”
I lean back in the booth and stare up at the ceiling. “Great. The one thing I’m most terrible at.”
“You were pretty good tonight.” I’m busy looking away into nothing when I feel her hand wrap around mine and give it a squeeze. When I look down at her, she just gives it a good shake. “Yasmine and Patel were here for Jackie. Not the Dark Angel.”
There’s a long moment when I’m staring at her from across the table before I say anything else. “You know, when I first came to Central, it was for my friends. I needed to save Tommy, Dodger, Mike . . . Then I started hanging around the city more. When you get away from the skyscrapers and towers, you see these buildings that are hundreds of years old. Some of them are almost a thousand years old. The library Central Primary’s built out of. The cathedrals around town. The statues in the Green Zone. And then, after a while, I started to appreciate the people more. That day, when I dropped in at the medical depot after Mike got his face cracked, I was really invested in helping you guys, but also all the people around you. At some point, I think I really started loving this city and the idea of living here. So, now I’ve got to do my part and make sure the city’s safe. From Fort Silence, from raiders, from the Creep . . . I don’t care where the threat’s from, I’ve got to settle on something I want to protect. That’s Central and the people living here. So, I’ve got to make some decisions here soon about what to do about Yousef, Mikey and everything. I’ve got to make those decisions before things get out of control.”
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I take a drink from my glass as I stare at Martin on the other side. “Bourbon here. What’d you bring?”
“Whisky,” he says with a smile as he puts the bottle on the table. “Seemed like one of those nights when I felt like thinking that I had all the answers.”
“I know the feeling. I wish I had them all the time.” He pours a drink into the glass in front of him and takes a quick drink before settling back into his chair, his hands folding into his noticeably smaller gut as he crosses a leg. I lift a glass to him and point to his stomach. “Good job, colonel. I see you’ve dropped some weight.”
“Well, starting with the Battle for Central Freedom, I figured it would be best if I got into a more combat ready shape. Not all of us want to end up like General McCullum.”
“That man never met a meal he didn’t like.”
“All power to him. Man did his duty and served since at Dravic first became president. That’s a hell of a long time to be in the service.”
“It’s just a shame he never really learned what it means to serve.”
Martin shakes his head and shrugs before taking another drink. “Have you watched anything on the news lately?”
“Are you kidding me? The Advisory Council won’t let me miss it. After the raider invasion, it was either one of two headlines. ‘First Invasion in the History of Central,’ news at eleven. Or, if they were more focused on Jackie, ‘Mysterious Savior Swoops to Central.’ At least that one made us look good.”
“Well, the latest news feed I caught said ‘Historic Structure Stripped Under Branagh’s Watch.’ Real flattering piece.”
“Central had gone untouched for a thousand years until Yousef blew the roof off of it.”
“Still, it’d be nice if they’d go easy once in a while. It’s not like we have anything to distract the people with but the same movies we’ve been rebroadcasting for centuries.”
That gets a chuckle out of me. “Why couldn’t we have gotten the old Yousef? The one who liked theatre and performance? Maybe we could have gotten our own theatre productions going, gotten some original stories out there on the vid feeds.”
“A different reality, Mr. President.”
“I know. I know. Still, it’s something we should look into doing, once this is all settled. It’d at least give the people something to distract themselves with.”
“It’d be a lot better than accidentally having them pick up on those broadcasts the Tank’s been broadcasting all around the Deadlands.”
That makes me grab for my glass and take a long drink. “You’ve heard them, have you?”
“Kind of hard to miss when she’s blaming all of our problems on being an alliance with Central, and don’t think I haven’t noticed that she leaves out the fact that she was the one who broke the alliance.”
“All villains think they’re the heroes of their own stories. Well, most. Some are just crazy. She was right about one thing, though.”
He looks at me from above his glass. “And what’s that?”
“One of her recent broadcasts, she talked about our alliance with Fort Silence basically isolating a lot of the clans out there. Maybe we were never aggressive toward them, but just by siding with Yousef, we’ve made even more enemies than we might otherwise have had.”
“We tried the diplomatic route, remember? Erin Donoghue lit a powder keg and blew that up. That is, of course, unless we want to pretend that he didn’t drive straight up to the doors of Central.”
“No, no. You’re right about that. Still, I can’t help but wonder if we could have done more. The Tank’s not the only major player out there. Maybe she’s got them united, but she still depends on other people to get things done for her. There’s a whole group of nomadic raiders who make their home across the river. What’s their leader’s name . . .”
“You’re talking about the clans stretching west from Lake Hopatcong.”
“That’s right.”
“The Bethel Army. Leader’s Ashanti Bonsu.”
“There we go.”
“That’s more than a dozen clans, all with their own leaders, and each of those leaders has pledged their loyalty to Bonsu, who I assume has pledged her loyalty to the Tank. Even if she hadn’t, I don’t see how we’d ever manage an alliance with them. They maintain a few permanent outposts, but those clans are constantly on the move, always looking for new parts of the Deadlands to scavenge.”
“But not raid.”
“Not most of them, no.”
“We call them raiders, but not all of them actually are. That’s where I keep thinking . . . maybe, just maybe, more of them are like Neddy than they are like Erin Donoghue.”
“That’s a big maybe, sir.”
“And even if we couldn’t make it work with Bonsu, there have to be others. Maybe even Neddy’s son himself, Ned Jr.”
“Word is he hates Fort Silence with a passion, so any chance we had at that, well, that’s a bridge we’ve burned.”
“I’m just saying. Imagine if the Advisory Council had been more willing to explore diplomatic options out in the Deadlands instead of being so insistent on trying to ally with Fort Silence.”
Martin leans back, nodding as he finishes off his first glance. “I do know Neddy’s got one of the largest armies out there.”
“Right, and all our intel says he’s got his father’s honor. As far as we know, his forces have never attacked Central. Erin’s Army? Yes. Pearson’s Wild Forest armies? Sure. Plus, there’s all the fighting we’ve done with the Tank herself. Then you’ve got people like Neddy though, people who think there could be peace without having to go to war. I can’t help wondering what he thinks about all of this, if he ever wonders about his father’s legacy. Ned Sr. spent more than a decade of his life trying to broker a peace between the clans out there and the people here in Central. The least we could have done would have been to reach out to his son when things started going south between us and the raiders.”
“But we didn’t.”
“But we didn’t,” I agree with a drink of my whisky. “And now we’re in the arms of the Golden Jackal. Are you entirely comfortable with that?”
“At first, I was. It was hard not to be after seeing all that military hardware he has stored away.”
“And now?”
Martin chuckles. “After the incident at the medical depot and seeing the man blow a part of the roof off of Primary? Yeah, I’d say I have my doubts about him.”




Mike’s Recording 18
I’m busy packing the last of Mandy’s bags when Cynthia comes through the door. Second she does, I see her walking down the hall, to where I’m standing in Mandy’s bedroom. “Hey, babe,” I say as I slide the suitcase onto the floor. “Mandy’s stuff’s all packed.”
“You didn’t have to do that, Michael,” she says as she wraps an arm around me and kisses my cheek. “But I appreciate it.”
“Got your stuff ready to go?”
“Yes, but we’re not leaving tonight. It’s not for another few days.”
“Know that. Just wanted to make sure you’d be able to take off when you needed to.”
“It’s all taken care of.”
I nod past her, to the door in the hallway. “Mandy’s at a friend’s. Said you were hanging out with some people?”
“People you know,” she says as she takes a seat on the bed. “Dodger, Patel, Yazzie . . . and Jackie.”
I can’t help but suck in a deep breath when she says it. “That’s good though. She needs it. Is she doing alright?”
“She is, although you could ask her yourself.”
“I will. Soon as we get you clear of Central. That’s sort of got to be my focus for right now.”
“One thing at a time. I do get it.”
“What’s the plan for you leaving anyway? Heard there was a group heading out. Is that going to keep you safe?”
“Yes, it’s a dozen or more of us heading to Second Freedom. Michael, it’s not as if we’re going into the Deadlands without you. It will be fine.”
“I know, I know,” I tell her as I take a seat on the bed. “Just double checking to make sure everything’s looking good.”
“It is. Sooner than later, all of us will be together, out there.”
“Won’t be easy going back to life in the Deadlands.”
“It won’t be, but it will be our life. It will be a life me and Mandy have never had before, one with you as part of our family.”
“Yeah. One big, happy family.” I smile as I squeeze her hand. “It’s going to be great. I can run street patrols. You can clean up any wounds I get. I’ll make breakfast and you can make dinner.”
“Sounds like a perfectly normal day for a normal family.”
Makes me laugh to hear that. “Sure. Families have always had to be on the watch for the Creep.”




Jackie’s Recording 14
It’s a couple of days later when I make my way through freezing winds and a rare blue tinted sky to Central Primary. For one more conversation with Yousef Suliman. When I get to his office, he’s got his back to me, his eyes looking out of the window at his desk and staring down into the streets outside the garrison walls. “I’m surprised you’re here.”
“I’m not here to fight, Yousef. I just want to talk one last time to see if we can get on the same page. I don’t want this to go any further off the deep end.”
“The deep end.” He turns a little, smiling at me over his shoulder. “What is the ‘deep end,’ Jackie?”
“The fighting, and I’m not just talking about between us. Since Fort Silence and Central made their alliance, the Advisory Council and the War Council have been taking advantage of having your soldiers to back them up, people have been spied on, monitored  . . . We had the incident at the medical depot, and look, I don’t think it’s crazy for me to say that I’ve just got concerns.”
“You and everyone else in this city,” he says as he turns completely to look at me, the olive green of his dress uniform hugging the muscle covering his body. “What have I done wrong this time?”
“I heard you almost lost it in a meeting with the Advisory Council?”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“You don’t know that you almost fired off that golden hand of yours during the meeting?”
Yousef sighs as he brings his arm out from behind his back, his golden fingers flexing in the air. “It’s just an automatic reaction. It’s not that different from you, when your eyes flare red when you’re angry.”
“I don’t shoot lasers out of my eyes that can wipe out a room of people.”
“I didn’t do anything to them. I just lost my temper because of a . . . particularly grating councilwoman.”
“And you can promise that you won’t ever lose your cool so much that you hurt them?”
“I don’t take actions out of anger. When I’m violent, it’s only after I’ve coolly planned for that violence. The ability for humans to think out their actions is one of our great gifts, after all.”
“I’m still not sure how comforting that statement is.”
“I know. It’s the only statement I have for you right now.”
“There’s another thing.”
“Of course there is.”
I shake my head as I stare him down. “Why are your troops so scared of you?”
“Again, I couldn’t possibly guess what you mean.”
“That day at the medical depot, one of your soldiers sounded terrified that you’d discipline them. What’s all that about, Yousef?”
“This is a military operation, Jackie. Insubordination carries with it the threat of being disciplined. Rules exist for a reason. If discipline breaks down, then people die in the Deadlands.”
“And those soldiers from the depot? What happened to them?”
He sighs as he looks away for a second, his eyes burning into the ground before he stares up at me. “They took orders from someone who was not authorized to give them. What was I supposed to do?”
I can feel my hands balling up into fists. “Yousef, I swear, if you hurt them . . .”
“I didn’t kill them, if that’s what you’re thinking,” he spits back. “I don’t have the vast numbers of men and women available to me that Central does. I can’t afford to just kill off my people.”
“But you ‘disciplined’ them. What does that mean?”
“Physical force was used, but nothing that they haven’t encountered before during their training. And of course, there is the jail time they will undergo. It will be brief, but it’s necessary.”
“Yousef, what the hell?”
“If you’d really cared about them, then you wouldn’t have told them to break their orders.”
“I was trying to defuse a situation that was about to get really ugly, really fast,” I tell him, avoiding the detail that Mike looked like he was about to tear a city block apart. “Was I supposed to just let things get violent?”
“You could have contacted me. You have a direct line to me. You’ve always had it, since the first night we spent together at Fort Silence. You’ve never taken it. You didn’t reach out to me that day the depot. Instead, you chose to play hero. You wanted to be the Angel instead of working within the chain of command.”
I rub at my head as I’m staring at him. “Yousef, why is it so difficult for you to just get the concept of being a little more merciful for once in your life. Why does everything have to be about discipline and rules and never about just being decent to people? Is it really that hard for you to ease up once in a while?”
“Easing up gets you killed. You know that.”
I take a breath. “This is about your sister then.”
Yousef looks away again, this time staring back at the window for a second. “Everything is about my sister. Always.”
“You can’t let her death twist you up for your whole life.”
“It didn’t twist me up. I let her death inspire me to protect my people. No, not just my people. All of humanity. That’s what all this is about.”
“I swear, I don’t know half the time if you’re a villain in disguise or actually a decent person.”
“’One man in his time plays many parts.’”
“Another quote?”
His eyes go to the bookshelf on the wall, where rows of books containing plays are inserted onto the shelves. “They’ve been with me since I was a child. The only thing that survived my childhood. Everything else was put to death.”
“Yousef. You’re going to try, right? Try and be the person the city needs you to be?”
He looks back at me again. “And if, after all this talking and debating, we believe the city needs different things?”
Hearing him say that scares me, because it’s an echo of what Mike told me once. About how things would come down to fighting between us if we couldn’t find a way to work things out. The difference is that standing there, staring at Yousef, I’m in the same position Mike was when he threatened me. Thinking about how terrible the fighting could get in the city if things got out of control . . . it scares me. So I only manage to say, “I really don’t want to think about what happens if it comes down to that.”




Jackie’s Recording 15
“Dark Angel to Highpoint Waystation. Talk to me, John.”
This time, there’s barely any delay. “Looks empty where you’re at, kid.”
“It is. It’s a pretty abandoned part of Central, south of the Green Zone but north of Central Primary. It’s a city square in midtown. I’m not really sure what they called this place specifically, but I’ve seen pictures of it from centuries ago. Once upon a time, it was amazing. Huge, electronic signs that never stopped glowing.  Stores that were open until the early hours of the morning, and crowds that never left. Cars just driving through at all hours and people performing on the street. Twenty-four hours a day, the whole square was so bright, you could see it perfectly clear from the sky. Just this bright, shining light. It was like the city never slept, at least not here.”
“And now?”
“Now, like all the other big places around town, there’s not enough power to keep the lights running. The signs are dead. Buildings aren’t powered, so they’re empty. It’s like everyone gave up on it.”
“This sounds like it’s leading somewhere. What’s on your mind this time?”
“Trying to figure out what I’m supposed to do next. I haven’t talked to Tommy or Mike since that day at the medical depot. Yousef says he didn’t give the orders to take the supplies, but it’s not like he did much to stop it, and he actually sounded like he wanted to blame me for getting in the middle of things. But what was I supposed to say? That if I didn’t threaten the soldiers to stand out that Mike would bring down the whole city? Do you know what would happen to Mike if they found out he wasn’t on his medication?”
“Probably arrest him and force him back on the stuff.”
“Right. So, how can I really blame Yousef if he doesn’t have all the information? And I can’t tell him about the situation. I don’t know how much I can trust him. When I talk to him, he sounds like someone trying to do the right thing, but . . . I don’t know. If I turned against Yousef at this point, what would that look like? Even I can’t fight every person from Fort Silence, and so many people would die here . . . I’m not even sure if that’s an option now, since we’ve got raiders moving south of us at Zone Delaware.”
“Sounds like you’re stuck between a rock and a hard place.”
“Do you think Yousef’s trustworthy?”
“Well, he did stop that wiretapping when you asked him, didn’t he?”
“Yeah.”
“And he wasn’t responsible for ordering the situation at the medical depot.”
“As far as I know.”
“I’m more than a hundred miles from you, so I can’t really give you a good piece of advice on this one. What I know’s that sometimes, you’ve got to stop doubting yourself and go with your gut.”
“It’s just hard to trust myself ever since . . . you know.”
“The incident. That of which we dare not speak, except in shadowed whispers and cryptic hints.”
It makes me laugh. “You sure you don’t want to come out here to Central and keep me company? Lately it feels like I’m all alone when it comes to talking about some of these things.”
“Darling, that’s not true. Even if it was, you know I can’t even leave the building, let alone travel miles south through Creep territory.”
“I know. Maybe I will take you up on that offer to visit.”
“I’ve extended the invitation before and it remains open. I’d like you to consider some alternative options before you get hasty, however. You’re sure there’s nobody you can talk to at Central?”
“Well, there’s someone. There’s a pretty good guy who does a lot of work for the people around Central.”
“Sounds like you already know who you need to pay a visit to, then.”




Personal Recording of the President, Gabriel Branagh 22
The second I hear the heavy thud on the balcony to my window, I don’t have to wonder who it is. I look up from the stack of papers I’m reading and wave at Jackie, who just waves back from outside the glass doors. As soon as I’ve unlocked them, she steps inside, all seven feet of her. “Hello, Mr. President,” she tells me as she walks toward the desk.
“Gabriel. I’m not on the clock right now.” Even in her armor, she looks nervous. Her hands are clenching as she paces around the room. “Why don’t you take the armor off? Make yourself comfortable.”
She looks my way for a long second before her body vanishes for a second in blue light, until she’s standing there, a foot shorter in just her jumpsuit. For one of the few times since I’ve met her, I’m actually a little taller than she is. “Is this fine?”
“You tell me. Are you comfortable?”
Jackie looks away as she leans against my desk. “I’m fine.”
“Okay.” I take a step over to her and lean against the desk. “You know, it was a nice day in the city today. Winter’s finally here. It’s getting to the point where we’re having to wear jackets just to get around these days.”
She nods, even if she doesn’t turn to look at me. “I was out in the midtown area. It was nice. I mean, the suit keeps my temperature under control, so I don’t really feel cold when I’m in it.”
“You should try it sometime. It really makes you feel alive to just take a walk between all those skyscrapers, hitting the pavement and feeling that crisp breeze coming at you. Breathing it in, the air of winter in the city. Sure, it puts a chill in your bones, but it really reminds you that you’re alive. I think it’s better than spending your whole life insulated from everything around you.”
“Makes you feel alive, huh?” she asks as she looks over at me. “I wonder about that. A lot, I think.”
“Because you died?”
“That was pretty traumatic, I’m not going to lie. But, there was also all this other stuff that happened in between the time I woke up and came to Central that left a mark.”
“Your friends have mentioned that.”
“Yeah, everyone keeps saying they’re still my friends even though Dodger’s the only one talking to me.”
I smile at her. “Of course they are. They worry about you all the time. Believe me, one way or another, you come up when we’re talking. Half the time I talk to Tommy, he thinks it’s going to be about you.”
“I’m not sure that’s a good thing.”
“They’re just concerned. It seems like you’re walking around with a lot on your shoulders. It might help if you opened up to them about what happened to you out there.”
“I can’t,” she tells me with a shake of her head. “Not yet. I’m not sure I ever will be.”
“I’m not going to stand here and tell you what to do, Jackie. All I’ll tell you is that if you’re really wondering if you’re alive, spend one day with your friends. All of them, the whole gang. Then you come back here and tell me if you still think you’re among the walking dead.”
“I did spend time with Mikey, before we got into a fight. We went out to the Green Zone to watch the boats out on the lake.”
“And how did that feel?”
She smiles this big, wide smile as she taps into her slimmed down gauntlet, a baseball cap materializing in her hand a second later. For a long time, she just looks at it before saying anything else. “I actually really loved it. It reminded me of my mom and dad back home. I’ve skipped out on going back to the Tower ever since . . .” Jackie stops for a second as she takes in a deep breath. “Ever since things happened out in the Deadlands. But, I do think about them. And I want to go back and see them, but . . . I need to work certain things out first.”
“What sort of things are we talking about?”
The hat vanishes out of her hands again as replies. “I feel like I got all this power and just, I don’t know how to use it right or even when I’m supposed to use it. I’m pissing everyone else off because they think I’m avoiding my responsibilities when I’m really just trying to keep myself accountable to something else besides myself.”
I nod as I fold my arms over my chest. “Is that why you went along with Yousef’s plan.”
“That’s one reason. Actually, it’s one of the big reasons. Tommy thinks it’s because I’m some naïve kid who kissed a boy, but—”
“What’s that now?”
Her cheeks darken a little as she brushes her hair out of her face. “I got a little drunk and kissed Yousef. Just to be clear, I wanted to.”
“Why?”
Jackie looks straight at me. “Nobody knows what it’s like to be me. I can take bullets to the chest and lift thousands of pounds over my head. I move so fast that most people can barely register before I’ve clocked them across the face. Yousef’s so strong he can actually hurt me. I haven’t met another single person that could do that since I was in the Tower, and it makes me feel less like a freak to know there’s someone else at least kind of like me.”
“Well, I’m certainly not up to date on just how strong Yousef is or what he can do, although our cameras did a pretty good job of catching you and him in that fight. Right before he blew the roof off my building, I mean,” I tell her with a laugh. “Jackie, I don’t have any powers. I can’t pretend like I know what it’s like to be the only person in the world who can fly or punch a hole through steel. I’ll tell you what though. I do understand what it’s like to feel like you’re alone, to feel like nobody else understands where you’re coming from.”
I wave to the door to my office. “I’ve got two councils, the Advisory Council and War Council, and both of them act like I’m from another planet just because I put the good of the public above their petty arguments. I’ve been decorated with the city’s highest military honor, the Mantle Victoriam,” I say as I motion to the cloak, hanging in its glass case against the wall, “But the War Council treats me like some child because I’m not over the age of 40. I’ve lost people that were irreplaceable and felt like I’d never be able to live a normal life again. I’ve been through the ringer, Jackie, so I can sympathize.”
She shakes her head and smiles at me. “I probably sound like a jackass, acting like I’m the only person in the world who has problems.”
“No, you don’t. You sound like a 19-year-old girl who’s struggling with responsibilities that most people can’t begin to comprehend.”
“I think that’s why I wanted to believe in Yousef, too. He had all that power but had the responsibility to protect a lot of people. I’m saying that I could relate.” She shrugs. “But then he does what he does.”
“To be entirely honest with you? I don’t get him,” I tell her with a shake of my own head. “I didn’t meet him until all this mess started, so I’ve been judging him based on what his father did and based on Yousef’s own reputation. It’s not hard to see why he’s so big on using military force so often.”
“Right. His sister, Ishara.”
“That’s not the only person he lost to the Creep. Has he told you about his mother?”
“No. He’s only talked about her in passing.”
My hands clamp down on the edge of the desk behind me, and I take a deep breath. “By all accounts, she died in the most horrific way possible while out in the Creep. As far as we understand, before that, Yousef was different. I think he was ten or eleven at the time, but I know he wasn’t always so single minded about the military. He was more . . . cultured. An actor in training, if you can believe that.”
“Really?” She looks up at me. “That would explain all those plays he keeps in his room. Not to mention all the quotes he likes to spout off.”
“Absolutely. He was a student of the theatre, even kept up with his performances for a few years into his teens.”
“There are bookshelves after bookshelves in his room of that kind of thing.”
“All the classical greats, if the stories are true. Shakespeare. Miller. Even ancient works, like Sophocles.”
“I don’t know who any of those are.”
That gets a laugh out of me. “I’ve got some of their plays in my own library. They wrote stories that captured the human experience, and as far as I’m told, Yousef was a fantastic actor until he gave it up entirely.” I look down at her. “Until his mother, and Ishara.”
“I guess two deaths in the family was enough to finally make him give it up.”
“Maybe that’s why I haven’t been as harsh in judging him as I’ve wanted to be. I know what it’s like to lose people out there, in the Deadlands.”
She nods her head. “Yeah. Me too.”
I pat her across the back. “Hey. One word of advice? Stop hesitating so much. I know you want to have something that keeps you in check, which is fine. I’m actually a huge advocate for the rule of law and acting within the system to get things done. But, sometimes we’ve got to take the lead, and I’m not just talking about a fight.” I turn away for a second and reach into my bottom drawer to pull out a small set of folded clothes. Before she can ask, I hand them over to her. “Maybe I jumped the gun on this one, but I believed so much in your ability to lead people that I had this made for you. Dodger gave me your rough measurements, so it might be a little loose.”
She sets the pants on the table and holds out the military jacket in front of her. “A uniform?”
“You know, that day you rescued Mike from out in the Deadlands, it really hit me how much the militia respects you. I think, in my head, I envisioned a day when you’d come onboard with us permanently. I know you don’t need the armor to lead.”
“I’m no leader.”
“Really now. A politician from the Old World once said, ‘If your actions inspire others to dream more, learn more, do more, and become more, then you are a leader.’ Now, I don’t know if he actually said it. Our history’s so muddled that it’s impossible to tell if some people really said these things. What I know is that it’s true. Those men and women in our militia admire you, and I just thought, with that uniform, you could stop being the Dark Angel so much and just be Jackie Coleman.”
Jackie smiles as she sets the clothing behind her. “That’s what I want, too. I keep thinking about what you said back at the military parade and learning my ideals. I want to be someone that’s inspiring, not scary. I think . . . I want to stop wearing the mask.”
“Nothing’s stopping you.”
She nods as she pushes off the desk and stares me straight in the eyes. “Maybe you’re right. Ever since what happened at the medical depot, I’ve kept on thinking . . . I don’t know. I think I’ve been running away from things, and that armor . . .” Jackie shakes her head. “It’s not like I don’t need it, but I think I’ve been using it as a crutch. Maybe it’s time that I did better.”
“Jackie, I believe in you, and so do your friends. I don’t know what it’s going to cost and I don’t know how long it will take for you to decide what path you want to walk, but I know that, in the end, you’re going to make the right decision. You still haven’t let us down when it comes to that.”
“Thanks. That means . . . that really mean a lot.” She smiles at me. “Maybe everything really is going to get better from here, you know?”




Tommy’s Recording 27
It’s got to be about . . . eleven? Maybe close to midnight? Anyway, Patel’s driving us along on patrol south of Central Primary when we get a screech across the radio. “Unit D35 reporting a disturbance at Freedom Bridge. Detained about a dozen individuals illegally trying to use the bridge walkways to cross to Second Freedom. Currently holding a dozen individuals for processing.”
I look over at Patel, who speaks first. “Processing. Are the soldiers from Fort Silence supposed to be able to make arrests?”
“No,” I growl. “They are explicitly forbidden from making arrests. Policing of the citizenry is supposed to be left to the militia.”
That’s when we get another voice that breaks through the radio, except this time it’s one I recognize. It’s Mike. “Tommy. You there.”
“Yeah, Mikey. What’s going on.”
“They’ve got Cynthia and Mandy.”
My head drops when I hear it. “At Freedom Bridge?”
“I’m almost there. Tommy . . . don’t go near the bridge.”
“What? Why?” I wait for a second, but I don’t hear a response, so I speak up again. “Mikey. What’s happening at the bridge? Why shouldn’t I go there?” He doesn’t respond, so I nod over at Patel. “Book it.”
“Are we going to have a shootout with soldiers from Fort Silence?”
“I hope to the Builders not,” I tell him as our transport picks up speed, the vehicle accelerating down the road. We’re moving so fast that we must get to lower Central within minutes. We’re nearly to the bridge when the whole world underneath us suddenly bumps, and the transport suddenly starts to stutter along the road as Patel tries to maintain control. “What the hell is going on?”
“Feels like an earthquake,” he says back, his voice as steady as it always is but his eyes picked wide open.
“An earthquake. Two? In a few days, on an island that never gets them?” That’s when my own eyes flash open, and I think about what Mike said about not going to the bridge. “Shit.”
“Something else happening?”
“If I’m right, then we’ve got bigger problems than an earthquake.”
“Bigger?”
“Trust me. Just floor it.”
“Captain, any faster and—”
“I know. I know. Just . . .” And then my eyes go skyward, watching a trail of fire burning its way against the dark clouds overhead and creating a path leading straight to Freedom Bridge. “Damn it. This is the last thing we need.”
“What’s going on?”
“You need to hit the acceleration because we might be about to get front row seats to the worst fight this island has ever seen.”
Patel’s eyes are already the size of saucers but manage to get even larger. He doesn’t say anything though. He just nods, grips the wheel tighter, and sends the transport flying down the road. Everything’s shaking inside the cabin as we hit a hard right turn and burst onto the street leading up to the bridge. In the far distance, we can see the metal arches of Freedom Bridge. On the road though, just right there in the middle of the streets leading up onto the bridgeway, there’s a whole hell of a lot of soldiers.
That’s not all. There’s these huge . . . and I mean gigantic . . . power armored soldiers standing in the background. They’re so big, they make other suits of power armor look like toys. They’re standing behind the soldiers on the bridge, while on the ground, I can make out civilians. They’re on their knees, their hands cuffed behind their backs. I can feel a bead of sweat form on my brow when I manage to catch sight of Cynthia and Mandy. The two of them look horrified, and when I follow their eyes, I see a pair of figures staring each other down in the middle of the street.
“Holy shit,” I say in one breath. “I was right.”
Patel shoots a look over at me and then back to the road. “Is there something I should know?”
“You’re about to find out for yourself,” I tell him as I motion to get out of the transport. We’re on the ground, rifles in hand, as we stand a good distance from the showdown. Jackie’s got her back to us, but I can still see the trail of red fire burning out of her eyes. On the opposite side though, there’s Mikey, looking like I haven’t seen since the Tower. There’s a blue energy sparking from his hands and gathering in the air around him. “You see,” I say quietly to Patel, “Mike’s got . . . powers. Really, really strong powers. The kind that can tear a building to its foundation.”
For one of the first times since I’ve ever met the guy, his voice sounds tense. “Are we in any danger?”
“Are we in any danger? From a girl who can singlehandedly wipe out armies and a guy who can rip buildings from the ground with his mind?” I heave out. “Yeah. Danger for us, and the whole island.”
Even from here, I can hear Jackie screaming at him. “You’ve got to stop this, Mike.”
“Why?” he demands. “You said you were going to do something about this. You said this was going to stop happening!”
“It is, Mike. I’m going to put a stop to it.”
“You’re LYING,” he screams back, and when he does, it’s like this rush of air sweeps along the ground. The wind picks up, whipping through the street with so much force that it feels like we’re about to get lifted off the ground. Me and Patel drop to our knees, bracing against the force of it as the earth starts to shake. The blue energy sparking around the air is like lightning bolts, cracking along the ground and even forcing Jackie to brace before Mike launches himself at her. It’s a running start that carries him just a few feet before his body lifts off the ground, his body skimming through the air. I didn’t even know he could do that. Maybe he didn’t even know, until that moment. Jackie sure didn’t, because he slams into her with so much force that she goes rolling backward, head over heels until she comes to a stop. Her feet dig into the ground, and her thrusters flare to life as she goes flying back at him, her shoulder plowing right into his midsection and carrying the two of them to the ground.
He’s on his back and she’s got her fist raised when Mike thrusts his palm upward. Suddenly, it’s like some invisible hand is sending Jackie into the sky. Mike yanks back down, and that same invisible hand sends Jackie rocketing back down into the pavement. She crashes so hard that it sends cracks ripping along the street, and me and Patel actually have to dive away as a huge tear in the street opens up. It’s not a half second later before red fire bursts from the crater and Jackie’s zipping through the air. Mike opens his palm and thrusts it at her again, but this time that red fire isn’t just dripping from her eyes. It covers her completely. Her body comes up at an angle before her legs flip forward, her jetpack sending her like a missile toward Mike, who eats a kick straight to the chest. It sends him rolling along the ground, blue fire flying off of his body until he comes to a dragging stop.
Jackie’s already a second from being on top of him when he claps his hands, and two huge chunks of the road just rip out of the ground and slam against her from both sides. They hit with enough force that we see dust and concrete evaporate into the air, and when the debris falls to the ground, Jackie falls with it. She hits a knee but manages to balance herself, her and Mikey breathing hard as they stare each other down.
“Mike,” she calls out to him. “It doesn’t have to happen this way. I know you think things are going to get worse . . .”
“Going to? Jackie, they already have. Look behind me. You tell me what you see.”
Her face flicks to the crowd for a second before looking back at him. “I get it, Mike. You want to protect the people you care about. But this isn’t the way. We can find an answer.”
“Like before? Maybe when you told Mandy you’d talk to Yousef about the wiretapping. Maybe when you said you’d go to the source, so we wouldn’t be risking our lives just to walk around the city? What answers did you find then?”
Those words must hit hard, because her head just drops. Mike gets onto his feet, and my eyes just go wide as I start to feel the ground underneath us cracking apart even more. A second later, I drag Patel to the side as the road behind us literally rips upward, like someone ripping fabric that’s been glued to the floor. Maybe Jackie’s too distracted, or maybe she doesn’t know how to respond, but she doesn’t look back until it’s too late. That tidal wave of concrete rolls forward and comes slamming down, collapsing on top of her with so much force that a blast of evaporated pavement surges into the air while a shockwave ripples along the ground. The impact is incredible, and me and Patel get thrown back by the force of it, thick gray clouds of dust and debris billowing into the street in a wave so thick that it starts choking me.
Everything’s so dark that I actually can’t see anything for a second. I actually hear what’s happening before I see it. Out of the swirling gray clouds, I hear gun fire, thousands and thousands of rounds being shot off. Then, when the dust finally clears, I see every soldier on the ground with their guns pointed at Mike and live with fire. But Mikey’s just standing there, his arm held out and blue sparks flying from his fingertips. I shouldn’t be surprised at this point, but I still lose my breath watching as bullet after bullet stops in midair, forming this blanket of metal in front of him. When the guns do stop ringing, Mike’s still standing, thousands of bullets hanging inches from his fingertips. Then he closes his hand, and every bullet falls to the ground all at once. Half a second later, one of those huge, power armored soldiers comes charging out of the crowd. The guy’s at least four feet taller than Mike and moving so fast it’d normally be like facing down a blitzing tank, but Mike just flicks his hand sideways and sends the whole suit of armor rolling in circles, slamming along the ground until it rockets through the side of a building.
Every eye goes from the impact to Mike as he lifts his hands, and that’s when the rumbling gets worse. I can see cracks splitting open beneath the cluster of soldiers, pavement starting to rip into the air on all sides of them. Mikey’s breathing hard as the soldiers find themselves closed in, watching this wave of moving concrete that’s suspended on either side of them. You can see them looking to each other, trying to figure out a plan, but what can they do? All I can think is, that’s a lot of lives gone if Mike decides he wants to end them. “Don’t do this, Mikey,” I whisper. “Not like this.”
And right before it all comes slamming together, this red light bursts out of the rubble behind him and explodes into the air, the pavement tearing upward as Jackie rockets into the sky, screaming so loud that we can all hear it before she stops to hover around Mike. It’s an inhuman scream, not quite a Creeper scream, but something otherworldly that makes you feel a chill in your bones. Mikey doesn’t seem to care. When he spots her, he turns away from the soldiers, the pavement he was just holding up suddenly collapsing harmlessly back to the ground. But then Mike’s flying skyward, his own mind lifting him off of the ground and sending him flying at her. Patel looks at me and just spits out, “Did you know he could do that?”
“No way,” I mumble as I watch Mike fly into Jackie. She spins out of the way just as he’s inches from her, and for lack of better words . . . she looks angry. That red fire’s flowing off her hands as she clocks him across the face, and he goes flying so far back that his body smacks hard into a building. He bounces right off of it, leaving a crater in the side of the wall the size of a car. It doesn’t make him freeze long before he goes flying back at her. He comes in like a punch-drunk boxer, swinging wildly at her while she slides left and right. That’s when I remember one thing. It almost doesn’t matter what someone else is bringing to the table . . . you don’t bet against Jackie when she’s angry.
She slides under one of his punches and clocks him so hard in the ribs that I see Mike double over, right before she takes her clubbed fists and swings upward, bashing him underneath the jaw with enough force to send him flying into the air. The fire in her thrusters erupt, and she screams into the sky, landing an uppercut on Mikey that makes him go limp. I see the blue sparks in his hands starting to ignite, but she must too, because she immediately grabs him by the collar and angles him to the ground, her jetpack exploding with all the fuel it has in it. In one, explosive push, Jackie and Mike go rocketing back toward the earth.
There’s a long second where it’s like staring at a meteor burning its way through the atmosphere, a bright red trail of fire that cuts through the sky as Jackie’s screaming fills the air. Time feels like it’s stopped in that one second before the two of them finally explode into the pavement, the rippling shockwave throwing us backward and sending huge cracks tearing the street apart. Not far from us, I watch as one of the buildings suddenly shifts, the foundation beneath it giving way just enough that for a second, I think the entire structure’s about to come down. When it doesn’t, I just tap Patel on the shoulder. He’s on his stomach, holding onto the ground for dear life, but he nods his head at me. Then, together, we start making our way to the huge impact crater that’s been left in middle of the road.
When we get there, Jackie’s still got him by the collar. Mike looks limp in her hands, but he’s conscious. She’s got her fist cocked back while she’s looking down at him, and he can barely hold his head up to stare back at her. Her eyes are burning red, and when she screams at him, it sounds like she’s crying. “You can’t make me do this, Mike. You can’t make me do something I’ll regret this much.”
“I’m not going to stop,” he spits back, his voice sounding like he’s swallowed stones. “Not until they’re gone. Until they can’t . . . can’t hurt us anymore.”
“How, Mikey? What are you going to do? Kill them all? You can’t, Mike. You can’t do something like that. Once you do that, you’ve crossed a line. Are you listening to me?”
“I’ll do whatever it takes. I don’t care if that means killing them . . .”
“You don’t mean that,” she barks back. “There’s a difference between killing someone in a war and cold-blooded murder.”
“What would you know about it, Jackie?”
There’s this long pause when she’s just holding him there a few inches off the ground, her chest rising and falling before she drops her fist. She lets him down, and I just watch as her shoulders rise and fall. “I’ve done it, Mike. You think this is losing control?” She looks around the street and all the destruction around them. “You think this is bad? Nobody’s died yet, so nothing’s happened that can’t be fixed. But I’ve killed, and you can’t take that back. When you lose control with the kind of power that we have . . . Mikey, be the man that Cynthia and Mandy believe you are.”
Her voice cracks on that last sentence, and for the first time, Mikey seems to spot me, staring down at him from the top of the crater. Then he turns to see all the soldiers on the opposite side. They’ve all put their rifles away. That  . . . was probably a smart move. Still, like always, it’s when he sees Mandy and Cynthia that he really seems to find himself. For a long second, he stares back up at Jackie before finally saying anything. “No more lies. Promise me it’ll be different this time.”
She takes a knee in front of him and holds her hand out. He just stares at it for a long time before stretching his hand back, the two of them shaking hands there in the crater. “No more excuses, Mike. I’m going to make this right, like I should have a long time ago.”
I turn to Patel. “Go around and talk to the troops over there. Make it real clear that if they don’t let those prisoners go, we’re going to witness ten city blocks get leveled if these two go at it again.”
“I think they know that. Should be easy to convince them,” he says as he darts away. By the time I look back down into the crater, I can’t help but let out a sigh of relief. It’s Jackie and Mikey, hugging it out.
For the first time in a long time . . . like old times.




SECRET ON SECRETS





Tommy’s Recording 28
So, I’m not sure what to expect when I sit down. To be honest, I’m not sure any of us do. It’s just the four of us. Me, Dodger, Mike, and Jackie, all of us on folding chairs in as much of a circle that’s possible. For a second, we all just kind of stare at each other. I’m ready to talk first, but that’s when Jackie holds a hand up. I just give her a nod, and she smiles back. She sits there for a second, just her in her jumpsuit, before leaning forward and opening her hands out.
“I want all of you to tell me how I’ve been screwing up.”
I rub at my forehead. “I’m not sure that’s productive. Is that how you want this to go down?”
“Yeah. I do.” She looks over at Mike. “Mikey, we used to spend all our free time together. When we lived in the Tower, you were only one of two friends I had. It was you and Allison. We’ve never connected here like we did back then.” She takes a deep breath. “I’m not jealous of what you and Cynthia have, but I miss us talking. I sort of wish more of our time the last couple of months would have been more like they were in the Green Zone.”
He smiles at her and waves her off. “Me too. Just never happened. Wish I would have known it would all happen but . . . Guess I never realized Fort Silence would pull us apart like this.”
“I’m sorry I ignored you.”
“Not just about ignoring me, Jackie. Situation with Cynthia and Mandy . . . You know I love those two. Felt sort of like you were ignoring what they were going through. Mandy told you about the wiretapping, plus you were there when . . .” He gestures to his face. “You saw it. Doesn’t feel good to get a rifle to the face.”
“I got into it with Yousef that day,” she tells him. “You all know. The fight at Central Primary.”
“I know. Just, it felt like you gave him one more chance.”
“I did, but I also thought the War Council was responsible for most of what was going on, or maybe the Advisory Council. I still kind of do but, at the end of the day, they’re Yousef’s troops. I should have put my foot down more.” She leans his way, the two staring at each other in the eyes. “Mandy’s a great kid. I love her too, and I don’t want her growing up . . .” Her head drops for a second before she looks at him again. “I don’t want her growing up like I did. So, this is it. I’m not putting up with it anymore. I’m just sorry we had to ‘duke it out,’ for lack of better words. Speaking of that . . .” She rubs at her jaw and laughs a little. “Have you been holding back on us, Michael Chapman? Since when can you hit me hard enough to send me flying for half a block?”
He just smirks at that. “Told you I was coming off the meds. Doc said I’d probably go into overdrive with my powers since I’d been suppressing them for more than a year. Honestly, I didn’t even know I could do most of what I did until I was in the middle of that fight.”
“If you’d had any time to train with your powers, I might not have been able to pull the win out.”
“Doubt that. Thanks for the flattery, though. Plus, thanks for seeing how bad things have been getting.”
“It’s kind of hard not to when one of my best friends has his girlfriend kidnapped.” She gives him one last smile before she looks across at me and Dodger. “I know me and Mike just got into a fight, and there’s probably going to be a lot of talking that needs to happen about what happens with him now. But, obviously things haven’t been great between us, either. I do really appreciate all the effort you’ve put into trying to be a good friend to me. I just wish I would have returned the favor.”
Dodger shakes her head. “Jackie, you encouraged me to have a little backbone and just . . .  do what I want. I’ve been trying new things and learning where I fit in around Central. Half the reason I did any of that was because you helped me believe in myself. So, obviously I don’t think you’re anywhere near to being a bad friend.” She pauses a little as she’s looking at her. “Personally, you haven’t done anything to hurt my feelings, but . . .” Then she looks over at me for a second before looking back at Jackie. “You’ve been avoiding Tommy since you guys came back from Fort Silence. I don’t think you two have talked at all since then, and he . . . he was pretty hurt.”
Her eyes look over to me as she runs both of her hands through that thick head of hair, tracing her skull to the bun she has in the back. For a second she just massages her head, her eyes closed like she’s thinking things out, before her hands finally go back to her knees and she stares straight at me. “Tommy, there hasn’t been a day when I’ve been okay with everything that went down. The way I just . . . lost it in your room. I blew up at you and I shouldn’t have. You did say things that made me angry, but . . .” She shakes her head again. “I wouldn’t have reacted the way I did if I hadn’t gone in there a drunk moron.”
I nod at her. “I know, Jacko.”
For a long second there, her face twists up. “Is that all you want to say to me?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know if what I say’s going to do us any good.”
Her face contorts even harder as she shakes her head. “It’s that bad, huh?”
I feel Dodger’s hand close down on my knee, and my head just kind of cocks to the side as I try to control this painful surge inside of me. My fingers fidget at my jaw, running on my chin as I try to keep it all together. All I know right then is that, if I say anything, it has to be done right. “You really cut me pretty deep.”
“Tell me,” she says as she takes a deep breath. “I need to hear this.”
“It’s like . . .” I feel Dodger’s fingers move to my back as she rubs at my shoulders, and I just sigh. “It’s like you didn’t even care, you know?”
“Didn’t care about you?”
“Didn’t care that you were acting . . . acting just like my dad.” I see her suddenly lean back in her chair and suck in a deep breath. Her hand goes to her mouth as she struggles to control her breathing, and I can see her eyes getting watery. “Don’t . . . I don’t want you to cry or anything. I don’t want to say anything to hurt you. Nevermind.”
“Tommy. Please. I need to know, and . . . I think you need to say it.”
And I mean, she’s right. I scratch at the back of my head and just nod to her one last time. “Fine. The truth’s that nobody’s made me feel like you did in three years. Not since we all dropped down the Tower. Jackie, I remember us being in training together and how much you wanted to hate me. I remember you thinking I was just some dumb jock and me trying . . . trying so hard to get you to realize I wanted to be friends.”
“I remember. When Commander Abbott was training us so hard that I really didn’t think I’d make it through.”
“I wasn’t a military guy or a political guy back then. I just wanted to be your friend, Jackie. That’s why I kept trying to keep your spirits up as much as I did. But also, just . . .” I wipe at my face, my shoulders rising and falling as I breathe in. “I needed to be your friend. Even if we didn’t like each other when we were younger, I knew you better than anyone else in training. And . . . I needed someone to talk to, so I could get my mind off my dad. Honestly, I didn’t know anyone I liked or respected more than you by the time we got done with training. Just us being friends meant I didn’t have to think about what it was like being back home, where I’d spent my whole life getting . . . getting thrown around a room by my drunk father. Getting screamed at and locked in a closet overnight because I couldn’t get the apartment cleaned up fast enough.”
“Tommy.”
“So, when you came to my room and acted the way you did . . .” I lean forward and bury my head in my hands for a second, Dodger still rubbing at my back. It takes me a little bit before I can look back up at Jackie. “You were the last person on the planet I’d ever wanted to see my dad in. I don’t . . . I don’t know if I’ve ever felt that hurt by anyone.”
“Tommy, I . . .”
“And I cried for you, Jackie. Cried. For months. You can ask Dodger or Mikey. We were all messed up when we thought you died, but I’ve . . . I’ve still got the audio recordings I made after we got out of the Tower, of me talking about how I didn’t want anything else but to have you back. Our friendship was worth more than almost anything else to me. It was definitely worth more than the relationship I had with my dad.”
She shakes her head, a lot, as she holds her closed hands in front of her face for a minute. “I messed up. I hurt you worse than I even thought I could, and considering how often I think I screw up, that’s saying something. I won’t . . . That kind of thing? It will never, ever happen again. I swear. If you give me another chance, I won’t ever hurt you like that again, Tommy.”
“Of course, Jackie,” I tell her, forcing a smile. “I wouldn’t  . . . You’ve always been there for us. I believe you. I’m not saying that it’s going to be easy to just get past it all.”
“I get it. It’s been a rough couple of months, and we need to get back to the way things were. Being friends. But I’ve kind of realized lately that things aren’t going to be normal between all of us if I’m the one who keeps hiding things from you.” She gets out of her chair and paces for a second, walking back and forth before standing in front of us. “I gave Yousef a chance, too many chances, because I wanted to know there was someone else like me out here. I wanted . . . I needed to know someone else existed that could do something like I do.” She smiles and looks at Mike for a second. “At least, now I know that you’re rocking some pretty nifty powers. That makes me feel a little less like I’m the weird one.”
He smiles back at her. “We can be weird together.”
“I can deal with that,” she says as she paces one more time. “But that’s going forward. If you want to know why I couldn’t talk to any of you, why I couldn’t trust my own powers . . . If you want to know why I agreed to having Fort Silence in charge, then it’s because I didn’t think I could protect you. Not because I don’t think I’m strong enough. It’s because . . . because . . .” Jackie sucks in a deep breath. “It’s because I’m too strong. Mike, when we were in that crater, I told you that I’ve crossed certain lines that shouldn’t get crossed. Certain limits.”
Dodger whispers something next to me, but we all hear it. “The Alexander Limit.”
When the words are out of her mouth, Jackie looks like she’s been shot. She takes a step back, and her breathing gets short. “Dodger. You . . . knew.” She shakes her head and smiles. “Obviously, if anyone was going to figure it out . . .”
“It was the doctor,” she says. “I was working with him in the lab.”
Jackie looks at me and Mike. “What about you two?” The two of us shake our heads no, and Jackie looks back at Dodger. “Why didn’t . . . Why wouldn’t you tell them?”
“It felt private, Jackie. I thought if anyone was going to tell them, it should come from you.”
Mike looks as confused as I do, and he looks up at Jackie. “Seems me and Tommy are obviously out of the loop.”
“Yeah,” Jackie agrees. “You’ve all wondered why I didn’t go back to the Tower. Why I didn’t even bother showing up around Central even though I obviously knew you were all here.”
“Crossed our minds, I’d say.”
“It’s because while I was out there, in the Deadlands, I ran across survivors. Lots of survivors, but there was one group specifically that sort of became my new family. I’ve mentioned it. Anyone who’s seen me for five seconds out in the field knows I got some kind of training while I was gone. That’s because the survivors I ran across were securing . . .” She smiles, but it looks pained. “They were descendants of Old World military people. These survivors, they’d been living at an old military base for centuries. They’d managed to survive because it was so far north of Central, and because that base was locked up tight. They took me in,” she says as her smile fades. “And I got them all killed.”
We all wait with our breaths held. This the story we’ve all been waiting for Jackie to tell us, but now that it’s here, I feel this deep sense of dread in my stomach as she keeps going. “They were great people, but I actually thought they were a bunch of religious nutters when I first met them. I’m not saying all of them, but a lot of them talked about a ‘god on the mountain.’ These guys lived at the base of a mountain, but none of them could get near to the peak because of an energy field that attacked everyone who got close. Thing is that I knew there had to be something at the peak, a smaller military installation. It’s called Highpoint Waystation. I found those survivors because my suit had been leading me there for weeks. The last thing I expected to find was a bunch of people just living their lives and enjoying life. The fact that they took me in . . . I don’t even know why they took a risk on me. But they did.
“The only thing they asked me not to do was go up the mountain, which kind of defeated the point. They were all so nice though, even if they were pretty serious about all their military training. Anyway, that’s why I stayed. I hadn’t actually felt like I’d belonged anywhere in forever. So, I stuck with them, and they showed me how to fight like a soldier. After centuries, their equipment was breaking down and the base was a shell of what it had been before, but they still knew about tactics, about discipline, basically about all the things you need to get people to fight together. They still kept using whatever vehicles they had that worked, and I got my practice with them. These guys had generations of practice together. They could have probably survived there forever if they’d had the right equipment to survive. The problem’s that they didn’t, and me being me, I told them to take it easy on some of the other survivors in the area. Survivors who turned out to be raiders.”
She shakes her head, her chest heaving as she keeps talking. “You want to know why I’ve been hunting the raiders since a long time before Central, why I’m so focused on taking them out? Maybe even one reason why I sided with Yousef. It’s because I’ve already given the raiders a chance. I thought we could work together with them.” Her eyes go to me. “So did you, so did President Branagh, but you can’t work with people like that.”
“Jackie,” I tell her. “Are you okay to keep going?”
“Yeah,” she says with a nod. “It’s time you knew. Because I said it was the right thing to do, the base started taking in people. In my head, I just kept thinking about how amazing we were going to make the world. I thought we could change things for once instead of always having to fight. And for a little bit it all seemed to work out.” She looks over at Mike. “There was a little girl I was friends with there, named Samantha. Funny part’s that she was almost the same age as Mandy. She made me realize I’m not great with most kids, but kids like her?” She smiles. “I taught her how to throw a punch. How to take one,” she says as her hands go to the sides of her head. “And those . . . those people we’d trusted . . .” Jackie’s eyes are pinned open wide, and I’m genuinely feeling worried about her. “They waited until I went up the mountain. This was before I had all the gear I have now. I’d been planning to head up and see this ‘god on the mountain’ for a while. Find out what the military base had been securing for so long, why it had been built there. All I really knew was that I’d be able to pass through the energy field, even if I had to rely on my Creep cells to keep me alive.
“Even if I had to let my skin burn off and regenerate over and over, I was going to make it up the mountain. Obviously, I’m happy that none of that happened. The field synced to my suit and let me right through. So yeah, I made it up there, to the peak. I was dead set on confronting this god. I wasn’t really ready for how big the place was. Inside, it was gigantic. I spent way too much time inside of there, trying to figure out what had happened and who built the place. There was tech there from centuries ago, from right around the August War. We’re not just talking about weapons. I mean there was medical equipment, research labs, everything you’d need if you wanted a research facility built for the apocalypse. So yeah, I spent a lot of time inside. When I got back . . . everything had gone to hell.”
She softly taps at her temple with her fist. “Those sickos had been planning from the beginning to shut down the base security systems and let every one of their raider friends through the front door. By the time I’d gotten done exploring inside the mountain installation, the whole base was on fire. I couldn’t fly back then, so I had to run. Just, an hour, an hour of watching the base burning to the ground. An hour of wondering if the people I cared about were alive.”
She stops pacing and her hands fall to her side. “I still had the Creep in me, so I actually did get there faster than most other people would have, but . . . it wasn’t enough. When I go there, the first thing I did was make my way to the residential dorms. I fought my way there, helping out any survivors along the way, at least as much as I could, but how much could I do? I couldn’t fly. I couldn’t move fast enough. I wasn’t close to how strong I am today. Not until I reached the barracks, and . . .” Jackie wipes at her cheeks and takes in one last breath. “And saw Samantha there with her mother.” Her eyes take on this cold look as she looks up. “Gutted open like animals.”
I lean in. “Jackie, that’s . . .” I can barely finish. “I’m sorry. I wish you would’ve told us sooner, but . . . I mean, it all makes sense why you’d want to have the support of Fort Silence. At least they’d be able to help prevent that from happening again.”
“No,” she says flatly. “I didn’t say I was done, and that’s not why I wanted the help of Fort Silence.” Her breathing is getting faster, almost like she’s hyperventilating. “It’s what happened next that I needed to protect the world from. What I had to keep from happening again.”
There’s just this split second when she says it that I see that crimson flare of light across her pupils, like a red light burning through the lenses. “Jackie. What exactly happened?”
“I wouldn’t find out until more than a day later. Because I blacked out. But you’ve seen what it might have looked like, Tommy,” she says as she holds up her hand, and just like that day at Fort Silence, three blades of bone start to slide from her arm and toward her elbow while the tips of her fingers calcify into claws. This time though, it happens slowly. The blades gradually extend out of her arm, slowly cutting through her skin. They’re covered in streaks of blood this time, and I can see her gritting her teeth and heaving in. “I did save people. I saved hundreds of people who were fighting at the base that night, but the next day, none of them would talk to me. I woke up in the dorms with no clue about where I was or what had happened, and I barely got outside in time to see the survivors packing up the last trucks they had. No matter who I tried to talk to though, they pretended like I wasn’t there, like I didn’t exist. Then they drove off. I don’t know where they went. All I know is that all I was left with . . . all that got left behind was a mountain of raider corpses across the whole base. Just . . . piles and piles of them, in pieces, like they’d been torn apart by the Creep.
“It wasn’t until I got back to Highpoint Waystation that I found out what happened,” she says as the blades retract and her hand softens back to normal. “When I checked the cameras at the installation. I realized I’d passed a limit. After spending more time around the base, I found out what it was called. The Alexander Limit. The same limit Sally passed and Judge passed. For twenty-three minutes, I had more energy and power than I’d ever had in my life. There wasn’t a bullet that could put me down. All that power, and . . . I killed every single one of the raiders that was there that day.” She takes a deep breath before she says one last thing. “Five hundred and seventy-three deaths. Just because of me.”
It’s the number that’s mind blowing. It’s more than that, it’s . . . staggering, to think that one person could cause that much death. Even when she says it though, even if I feel this sense of shock that’s impossible to deny, I don’t make the same mistake I made at Fort Silence. The second her hands fall to her side, I’m out of my chair with Mikey and Dodger in tow, and we’re around her. All of us are wrapped around her as she shakes. “I learned everything I did about the Creep and my suit there, at Highpoint.” Her voice is struggling as we hold onto her. “I didn’t want to tell anyone what a . . . what a mon—”
Mike cuts her off. “Stop it, Jackie. No way you could’ve known. No way.”
Dodger agrees. “And it was the Creep. The Creep did it. You know that.”
I bury my head on top of hers, for once in my life taller than her now that she’s not in her armor. “That’s right, Jackie. You couldn’t haves stopped it because you didn’t even know it could happen.”
Everything goes quiet and I can feel her crying into my shoulder. We just hold onto each other for a long time, not saying anything and just giving Jackie the time to let it all out. I couldn’t tell you how long we stand there. All I remember thinking’s that whatever anger I was feeling at Jackie vanishes the second she’s done talking. Because nobody who hates fighting like Jackie does should ever have to go through something like that.




Dodger’s Recording 14
It’s probably about a few seconds after we’ve all let go of Jackie when there’s a knock at the door. We all give her a look to make sure she’s alright, but by the time we turn her way, she’s already standing seven feet tall in full armor. As far as any of us can tell, she’s ready to go. We don’t have any time to say anything else before Colonel Martin’s through the door, looking red faced as he stares between Mike and Jackie. “I understand it’s been one of those nights, but we’ve got a situation.”
Tommy shakes his head. “When don’t we? Lead the way, colonel.”
A minute later we’re walking through the garrison, and a minute after that, we’re all standing in the war room. Branagh, Yousef, Dravic, and McCullum are all standing there. Dravic’s the first to say anything. “Is it really necessary to have all of them here?”
Jackie looks his way. “You need my help? They stay.”
He holds up his hands and lowers his head. “It was only a question.”
Branagh takes a deep breath as he motions to the viewscreen on the far wall. It’s part of the city out in the Deadlands, but it’s basically impossible to tell where. “I know we’ve had a hectic night and there’s a lot of things that are going to get sorted out over the next 48 hours, but honestly, we’ve got bigger worries than that at the moment. A few days ago, the militia started picking up a lot of raider activity in an area we’ve deemed Zone Delaware. It’s south of Central maybe about sixty to eighty miles. Now, it looks like they’re moving out a significant number of troops, and we’re not sure why. Normally, we’d put together a team, but frankly the chatter we’re picking up on radio is concerning.” His hands settle on his hips. “Do all of you know what Panzers are?”
We all do. You see their skeletons sometimes, in the Deadlands. Tommy shakes his head. “Yeah. Those giant robots that were used during the war. About the size of buildings. Central used them to fight back Carthaginian forces. Also giant Creepers the size of towers.”
“Exactly. We’ve never found one intact.” His eyes move between all of us. “We think the raiders have.”
Before we have anything to say, Yousef speaks up. “From everything we’ve ever discovered, Panzers have the firepower to hold back entire armies. They’ve got the firepower to combat both ground and air forces, and frankly, the old stories make it clear that at full power, one of them could go shot for shot with even the Dynamis. If the raiders were to get ahold of one, the results would be disastrous for everyone in the region. Our problem right now is that we don’t have the intel necessary to know if they actually do have one that’s operational and, if they do, where it is and what they plan to do with it.”
“And we don’t have the time to wait and see when we’re talking about a weapon of this magnitude.”
General McCullum speaks. “Now, the War Council’s putting together a few recon units to go along with some scouts from Fort Silence and sniff out the city, maybe find this Panzer. The odds of that aren’t good though. We all know how spread out things are out there.”
Jackie nods. “Almost two hundred miles in every direction.”
“You’re damned right. Every time we’ve gone in after the raiders, we’ve had some idea of where they were. This time? It’ll be like looking for a drop of oil in the ocean.”
Branagh looks at Jackie. “Dark Angel, I understand that you’ve had a tiring night . . .”
“You need me to head out there to recon the area. I’ll do it.”
“I appreciate it, but we’ve got a different idea in mind. If the Panzer’s already operational, we’ll need to move fast. We can’t get a team into Zone Delaware without stirring up the hornet’s nest. It’s too well guarded. This needs to be a one-woman operation. You get in, find out whatever you can about the Panzer, and then head back into Central. This isn’t just recon. This is a full covert operation. We don’t have very accurate maps of the area because we just discovered this zone within the last week, but we’ve identified some landmarks, some particularly high towers where you might be able to drop in. You’ll need to be quiet about this.”
“If they’ve got any sort of sensors on the sky, my suit will scatter the beams, so they’ll see something, they just won’t know what it is.”
“And your more . . .” He tilts his head past her and to her back. “Flamboyant presentation?”
Jackie actually smiles. “The fire’s for show. I found out a long time ago that making my enemies scared of me rattled them enough that sometimes they didn’t even put up a fight. I can turn off the flames.”
“Good. That settles that.”
“But there’s more?” she asks, picking up on his tone. “What else?”
“We’ve also got to prepare in case that Panzer is already on the move. A unified raider assault with something like that backing them would make it hard for even the combined military of Central and Fort Silence to win. We’d like to call up the Dynamis and literally every aircraft available from Fort Silence to provide air support in case we have to turn this into a fight.”
“The Dynamis? That makes sense if the Panzer’s not working with full power, but I thought we couldn’t fly ships too deep into the city without stirring up the Creep.”
“That’s true, which is also why we’re happy to say that Doctor Watson completed work on one of his anti-Creep devices the other day,” he says as his arms brace along the edge of the table. “I’m fuzzy on the details, but it’s supposed to create a type of Pocket Space field that causes widespread collapse in the Creep’s structure. The only problem’s that it needs to be put right at the heart of the Northwest Creep Colony. It’d take half of our forces to fight our way into one of those things, and that would leave us exposed to the Raiders.”
She shakes her head. “I can’t be two places at once, Mr. President.”
“You can’t. You’re right. You’re also not the one person in this room who can control the Creep with their mind.” His eye go to Mike. “And, as we found out tonight, that person has already been staying off their medication.”
Mikey shifts uncomfortably, figuring out something to say when Jackie shakes her head. “No way. You’re not sending him out into the Creep.”
Mike looks her way. “Why not, Jackie?”
“What?” She returns his look and seems obviously confused. “It’s too dangerous for you to go alone.”
“But it’s not too dangerous for you to go alone into Raider territory? Jackie, whole point of me coming off the meds was to save Cynthia and Mandy if it came down to it. Maybe, I dunno, maybe it was all supposed to go down like this. Fate or something. I’ve got the power to control the Creep again and just in time to help clear a way for us to get some serious hardware out into the Deadlands. If you were the only person who could do this, would you turn it down?”
She stares at him for a long second before she shakes her head and smiles at him. “I guess I keep thinking of you all like the people I helped down the Tower, barely scraping to get. You’re all still my friends, but you’re all way stronger than you used to be. Yeah, Mike. If you think you can do this, then I’m not going to doubt you.”
“I can do it.” He turns to look at Branagh. “I can do it, Mr. President.”
Branagh nods to him. “We do have our concerns about your powers, which I think is understandable considering what we saw tonight.”
“That was because my family was being held at gunpoint. Won’t be seeing anything like that out there in the Creep. And I know I can control the Creep. I’m a lot stronger now than I was coming down the Tower.”
“Okay then. The both of you need to start getting ready to go. Dark Angel, you’ll be heading south. We’ll get our maps uploaded to your helmet and all the intel we have. Lieutenant Chapman, we’ll put everything we have on a tablet for you. Fort Silence has some pretty extensive recon data on the Northwest Creep Colony that you’ll find helpful.” He pauses a second when he sees Jackie staring down Yousef, the two glaring at each other from across the room. “As far as the larger circumstances surrounding the alliance between Central Freedom and Fort Silence, there are certain discussions ongoing that I think are going to help us all out. Until we get those finalized, I’d like to ask everyone in this room to withhold on any further arguments and to focus on your missions. Is that clear?”
Everyone nods and gives an affirmative, and President Branagh bows his head a little. “Thank you, everyone. This might be the most important operation we launch in the history of Central. Let’s get this right.”




Personal Recording of Devleena Kumar 04
I’m out of my armor and sitting on my bed, facing Belinda and Roberts, when Roberts start growling. “She’s unnatural,” he mumbles as he’s holding his sidearm in his hands. “It’s exactly like the general says. People with these powers . . .”
“Hey, Roberts,” I tell him. “First of all, the general is one of those people with powers. Unless you think he was born with that golden arm of his.”
“It’s not the Creep or these insane psychic powers though. That’s technology. Human made technology.”
“Second of all,” I continue, ignoring him, “Would you mind complaining about the beatdown you had tonight without flipping your pistol around in your hands? I’m not saying I don’t trust you, but I don’t think anyone in the room wants you accidentally firing that thing off while you’re venting.”
“I hear you,” he says as he puts the pistol into the drawer underneath his bed. “I’m still pissed though.”
“I would be too if I’d just been thrown across the street and into a wall,” I joke with him, but he doesn’t look amused. “Come on, Roberts. You’re the one who broke ranks and went after that Michael guy. Nobody gave you that order. I think I actually explicitly said to hold back until we figured out a strategy.”
“He was going to hurt people.”
“I’m not saying he wasn’t. Did that give you a reason to go in there like a big, bad man to duke it out with him?” He looks embarrassed when I tell that to him, and I lean over and slap him on the knee. “Hey. Heroes die young. I was completely down for taking him, but it would have been a lot better to go in as a group.”
“I just wanted to take him out.”
“You’re a little hot headed, Roberts. It’s not an endearing quality. I had a plan. Next time, obey my orders, alright? I mean, the last time I checked, I think I was still the one who supervised this outfit.”
“Yes, sir.”
“I appreciate it.” I give him a smile. “He really did whoop your ass though.”
Belinda snickers from her bed. “Yeah he did.”
“Roberts, he took you like yesterday’s garbage and tossed you down the road.”
That at least gets a laugh out of him. “I didn’t see him coming.”
“You’d just seen the guy put a dent in the Angel by slapping two slabs of concrete against her with his mind. What did you think was going to happen?”
“I thought I could get to him before he reacted!”
“Roberts, again, the Dark Angel wasn’t fast enough to avoid everything he threw at her.”
“Well, in my defense, it was also our first time seeing her up close. I was still trying to compare how fast she was to us.”
“Faster. Oh, way faster.”
“Well, I know that now.”
“That girl kicked some ass out there,” I tell them. “Did you see those moves? Forward flip into a flying kick? The reflexes to dodge some lighting quick punches and the power to knock a crater into the ground? Holy hell, kids. It was like someone took the best boxer in the world and mixed them with the greatest gymnast. She was everything I’d hoped she’d be.”
Belinda looks my way. “Think we could take her, sarge?”
“One on one? I highly doubt it. Altogether, I think we’ve got the firepower and the tech. Lesser armed people than us have managed to smack her around pretty good. I don’t think it’s something we’ve got to worry about though. Seems like we’re all on the same side.”
“You said something was going down tonight?”
“Yup. Word of God is we’ve got some major recon happening south of us overnight. She’s the only person fast enough to mobilize that quick. That’s why we’ve all got to call it an early night tonight. I’m not going to make any promises, but I think we’ll be deploying in a day or two. I guess it depends on what sort of intel we get.”
“Are we thinking an aerial drop? That’d mean we’d have to head back to Fort Silence to link up with the Dynamis.”
“I don’t know right now,” I tell her as I slide onto my back and put my arms behind my head. “You two talk or whatever. I’ve got some thinking I need to do about what we might need to get done in the next couple of days.”
Roberts interrupts one more time. “Sarge, for real. You really don’t have any problem with her or that guy Mike? Even though you know how important it is to keep humans pure?”
The question sounds awful even hearing it said like that. “Roberts . . . I couldn’t be more grateful that the general raised me. Living around Fort Silence saved my family from a life living, just trying to scrape by in the Deadlands. I’m a ten foot tall mountain of walking destruction because I got the chance to train at the fort. But this whole thing about human purity . . .” I shake my head as I think about it. “We’ve met some bad people out there, people who’ll shoot themselves up full of Creep trying to become powerful. Don’t get me wrong, I get where the general’s coming from. It’s scary to think about there being people like that.”
“But what do you actually think about keeping things pure when we’re fighting with people like the Angel?”
“I think that maybe, as much as I respect the general . . . He’s not perfect. And maybe he’s got this one wrong. You’ve heard how people talk about the Angel around here, how much they love her. I’m not saying we give her a pass if she crosses a line. What I’m not going to do is pretend that we can judge everyone based on the fact that they’re different from us. So far, all the Angel’s done is shown is she wants to do the right thing. I don’t think I could turn a gun on her for that.”




Mike’s Recording 19
Cynthia and Mandy are staring at me from the bed. President gave them a bed for the night, so they don’t have to head home so late. Anyway, she doesn’t look so happy. I kind of wave my hands and put on a grin. “So . . . surprise! I haven’t been taking my meds.”
“Michael.”
One word. My name. It’s all she has to say. “I know. I know. I’ll go back on them as soon as this is all over.”
“That’s not what I’m worried about. You could have hurt yourself by not taking them.”
“True, but . . . I didn’t. And I recued you all from getting taken to detention. Also banged up Jackie pretty good while I was at it.”
Mandy smiles. “That was kind of cool. I didn’t think anyone could actually fight her.”
“Thanks, kid,” I tell her with a wink.
Cynthia shakes her head and looks down. “The only reason I’m upset is because you could have gotten hurt. No, wait, that’s wrong. I’m also upset because you didn’t tell me.”
“Honestly just kept hoping for the best, you know? Thought Jackie’d put everything to bed before it came to us duking it out or whatever.”
“Are you two okay now?”
“Oh, yeah,” I say as I shake my head. “I think between the fighting and the talk we had . . . feels like everything’s back to normal.”
“That’s good to hear. It’s been hard seeing you two not talking with how much you care about her.” She takes a deep breath before going on. “And this whole mission? Should I be worried?”
“Worried? Nah.”
“Even though you’re going alone into the Creep?”
“That’s just the thing though,” I tell her as I pull a chair up to them and take a seat. “I’m the perfect guy to do it. You two saw what I can do. Used to be I could force the Creep to stop and control Creepers with my mind. Nobody else we have that can do that, not even Jackie.”
“I know what you’ve said before about that. You’ve also told me what happens when your powers go out of control.”
“Only happens when I’m stressed about the people I care about. Impossible to do that when you two are safe here, right?” She still looks worried, and I grab her by the hand. “Hey. I came off the meds because I wanted to protect you. As long as that’s the case, and I know you two are safe, I’ll be able to handle this.”
“I know, Mike. I know you can handle it. I didn’t even realize just how much you could do until I saw you fighting Jackie . . .”
“Neither did I.”
“You’ll be careful. You really can control the Creep?”
“Almost as good as Judge. I was even able to stop him from attacking me once or twice. Took control of the Creep right out of his hands.”
Mandy looks over at me. “So, you’re a superhero now, too. Just like Jackie.”
“Nah, just your average guy who wants to make a difference. I just happen to have a few extra tools to get the job done.”
Cynthia leans in and kisses me on the cheek. “I’ll make a special dinner for when you get back. Okay?”
That gets the biggest smile out of me I’ve had all night. “You kidding? If I know there’s a meal to come home to, there’s no way I don’t make it back.”




Jackie’s Recording 16
“How long do I have to wear this thing?” I ask Doctor Watson while he’s fiddling with my gauntlet. He looks up at my forehead, the only part of me that’s not suited up in my armor, and plucks this small device that’s been stuck to my head. For a second, he looks at the small digital display on the front before tucking it into his pocket.
“Congratulations. You’re not demonstrating any abnormal brain functions, though I may uncover something when I upload this data to my computer.”
“That’s a mobile brain scanner? You’ve got some crazy tech in here, you know that?”
“Oh, quite. The stasis field I used to restrain you when I had to remove the rocket shell from your torso. Portable Pocket Space generators, but also industrial strength ones as well.”
“Bigger? More storage space?”
“You could fit a man inside if you wanted to. Though, that would be a poor decision.”
“That’s actually something I’ve wondered about. What happens if a person goes into Pocket Space?”
“Nothing, so long as their head remains on our side of reality. Of course, close a Pocket Space window while a person is on two different sides and, well, it would rather be like executing them on a guillotine.”
“Okay, but what happens if you go in all the way?”
He taps at his skull. “Your brain waves, for lack of better words, ‘fade’ into the background energy of Pocket Space. You quite literally become inseparable from the energy on the other side. The body, hm, dissolves quickly thereafter, as if it’s absorbed into the other dimension. We haven’t quite determined why that is.”
“That’s kind of gross.”
“It’s worse to see it happen,” he says with a shake of his head.
“You’ve never seen anyone survive it?”
“Well, I do know that a corpse inserted into Pocket Space does not dissolve, which leads me to believe that the unique reaction living humans have with insertion into that side of reality has entirely to do with their brain functions. I’ve hypothesized that, perhaps, a person with suppressed brain functions, such as a person in a coma, may have a chance at survival. With that said, most people tend to consider such experiments unethical.”
“You don’t?”
“I . . . don’t feel any specific inclination to conduct such an experiment, though I feel that, given the opportunity, I might take it. That may sound disgusting, but I’m afraid to say that, with most of my memory gone, the one lasting drive that compels me forward is my thirst for knowledge.”
“I guess everybody’s got to have something that keeps them going,” I tell him as he starts exploring the inside of my gauntlet with his tools.
I’m staring at the top of the doc’s skull while he’s got these weird picks fidgeting with the circuits in my armor, these huge goggles on his head with telescoping lenses zooming in on my arm. I fidget just a little and he almost barks, “Do you want me to completely ruin your suit?”
I cringe. “Geez. Sorry, doc.”
“No. No, my apologies,” he says as he picks up some other kind of pick with an electric current sparking out of the end of it that he sticks into my gauntlet. “Rather, I should be thanking you for demonstrating such extraordinary talents as of late. It’s truly valuable to my research.”
“Which is finding out more about the Creep, right?”
“Precisely.”
“I almost can’t believe I’m letting Mike head out there by himself.”
“If you’re so concerned, then why do so?” I smile at the question, and when he looks me in the eye, there’s an almost worried look in his eyes. “Did I . . . say something?”
“You know exactly why I’m letting him go.”
“Ah.” He slowly shakes his head. “Perhaps I do.”
“You watched it for five hundred years, doc. You should know it better than I do.” He stays quiet. Actually, for the first time, he looks . . . nervous. It’s almost funny, in a weird way. “So, are you scared of me?”
“I . . . understand better than most what the Creep is capable of.”
“I do too. That’s why I think it’s the right idea to let Mike put an early stop to the Northwest Creep Colony. We’re so caught up here in Central with the raiders and Fort Silence . . . People forget I’ve seen more of the Creep up close than almost anyone else could imagine. I’ve seen the stuff injected into people’s veins and watched them turn brain dead overnight. I’ve seen people transformed by it in test tubes and seen creatures so strong, they could tear walls apart with their bare hands.”
“Yes. I did monitor essentially all of your adventures from my laboratory.”
When he says it, I think he realizes that maybe he shouldn’t have, because he just comes to a stop. I stare at him for a long time when his hands stop moving, and I can hear him breathing hard as he sits there, a bead of sweat growing on his forehead. He’s still stone quiet when I ask him, “We haven’t really talked much since I got here. Have we?”
“Well, no, as a point of fact. We have not.”
My eyes follow that bead of sweat as it’s rolling down the side of his head. “You really watched everything I did in the Tower?”
“The entire security system was . . . wired to my office. Covertly, of course, to ensure I could continue my scientific endeavors without being exposed to the forces in the Tower. I took an early interest in your exploits.” He tries to play it off with a nervous laugh. “Such an excitable, adventurous young woman you were. So interested in the mysteries of our world.”
“But you watched me, even when nobody else could see me?”
“. . . Yes.”
I watch that same bead of sweat trail down his jaw and drip off the point of his chin before I ask the question I’ve been wanting to ask for a while now. A question I don’t think anybody else would even start to comprehend. “Who do you think I’m talking to when I’m by myself, doc? In the darkness. When I’m alone.” He doesn’t answer, but he sucks in another breath. I can see his pupils dilate when I ask him, “Who’s the Voice in the Darkness? The Shadow Eyed Man?”
His eyes shoot up to me, his tools almost slamming down on the table next to us as he takes a step off his chair and backs away. “I had my suspicions.”
I slide off the table and take a step toward him, and I watch him take another step back, his hands shaking when he does. “I’m not going to hurt you. I’m not on his side. I don’t even know what side he’s on.”
“He, if it even has a gender. . . is an unknown variable. But many who spend prolonged time in the Creep hear him, particularly those who have powers. David Marshall. Judge. Sally.”
“Me.”
I see his throat tightening as he swallows. “You.”
“Why are you so scared?”
“Because he appeared before the Following Fall. During the August War. Everything we created as a society . . .” His voice is trembling. I’ve never seen him act like this. “He was the harbinger of an unimaginable era of destruction and chaos. The Creep.”
“He came before the Creep?”
The doctor shakes his head. “He came with it. At the same time that the Creep appeared all across the city, we started receiving reports of him. Soldiers, spotting him in the darkness. Red windows into Pocket Space opening into the world. People driven mad by his dark whispers in their ears at all hours of the night.”
“But you’ve never thought to bring it up. You saw me talking to someone, talking to myself, and you never thought maybe it was important to discuss it with me?”
“It could have been anyone you were talking to!” he shoots back, that old anger that’s always just beneath the surface bubbling up in him. “Don’t stand there and pretend to me, Jackie Coleman, that you suddenly stopped hearing the voices of your friends, Johnny and Anne? Or is it more appropriate for me to call them Judge and Sally?”
I think I get angrier when he says it, and I feel my teeth grind on each other. “You know I hear them, too?”
His eyes narrow on me as he takes a step back to the table. “I have entire audio recordings of you talking to thin air.”
“What the hell? How?”
“I gave you the suit, Jackie. Did you think I wouldn’t maintain some way of monitoring your growth? You, a woman who’s died and returned, who can lift thousands of pounds of weight above her head and destroy armies.” He pauses, and I see his lips stuttering for a second. “A woman who killed 573 raiders in the course of less than half an hour. Yes. All documented in your suit’s recordings.”
When he says it, I feel my chest rising and the blood inside of me starting to burn. I can feel my eyes flash red, and he stumbles back another few steps. Somehow, I manage to take a deep breath and settle down before I say anything else. “Doctor Watson. I am not your enemy.”
“I . . . I know.”
“How much have you recorded of me?”
“Truthfully? Not much. Only a few things from when you returned to Central, just to ensure you were still the Jackie we’d left behind. Before that, well, it was impossible to track you. Your exploits further out from the city . . . I don’t have any recordings of those. You were outside my ability to monitor, and the only reason why I know how many you killed is because your armor, for lack of better words, maintains a ‘kill counter’. It automatically uploaded to my computers during your time here at the lab. But no, I did not otherwise track you when you were far from Central. Still, I understand this is an intense violation of your privacy.”
“You think?”
“Again, I had to make sure you weren’t a threat. You must understand. No matter what visions you saw in the Creep . . . I was the only one alive when it happened. The only one who saw humanity scoured from the earth.”
I look away for a second and take another deep breath. “You won’t record me anymore. Do you understand?”
“Of course. I haven’t actually recorded you at all in months, but I’ll disable the monitoring program all the same.” He motions behind me. “Please. Sit down. Let me continue my work. Your . . . armor is in need of just a bit more maintenance. I promise I’ll explain something that perhaps you do not fully understand yourself.”
“Alright.” I sit back down in the chair, and he takes a second to calm himself down, his hands eventually steadying before he goes back for his tools. “You know what the Demons, the Shadow Men, were that you saw in the Tower?”
“People who died in the Creep, their minds caught halfway between dead and . . . whatever it is to have your mind trapped and permanently hallucinating in that hell.”
“Yes,” he says as he focuses on my gauntlet, his tools starting to work on them again. “The Creep never surrenders those it kills. However, those blessed with powerful psychic powers have the ability to swim, for lack of better words, in that ocean of minds. They can still manifest as full personas. Ergo why Judge was able to form new bodies from the Creep, although as I understand it, he and Sally are now entwined in such a way that he can no longer do so.” His eyes lift up to me for just a second. “The implication of what I am telling you is that you are capable of communicating with very specific minds in the Creep. Those that held powerful psionic powers in life.”
“I can talk to the dead. But I’m not psychic though.”
“No, but the Sally cells in your blood have somehow allowed you a similar link as if you were. Consequently, you can talk to at least some of the dead, though I would advise against doing so. To the extent that I understand the phenomena, it is much rather like being permanently detached in a never-ending darkness. A true hell, for lack of better words. Those who were not psychics simply enter a hallucination. For many of them, it’s a pleasant one, at least half of the time. They aren’t even aware of what they’re doing when they interact with our world.”
“Doc, I don’t know exactly what happened during the Following Fall, but I know that this city didn’t have a lot of time to study the Creep. Pocket space portals opened all over the city, Creep started appearing, then Apeiron and Carthage went to war.”
“You learned all that from Sally’s memories, I presume?”
“Yeah. So, how do you know what people are experiencing in the Creep? How do you know what Sally’s memories were? When did you get the time to find all that out? It wasn’t before the Tower closed up to the outside world.”
He sets one of the tools aside and picks up another one, this time a low powered laser firing from the end of it. “I was left behind to study the Creep. My genius made me invaluable, and so I was chosen to come up with inventions that could help investigate the Creep’s very nature. We’d already possessed the technology to capture mental activity, actual images a person was thinking of. I merely adapted the technology to search the Creep, which is how I discovered that Judge, and later Sally, were still active in it. They were actually aware that I was searching the Creep for them.”
“But who left you behind, doc? If it was so important, why leave you there for five hundred years?”
“The truth of the matter is, like many parts of my past, that I do not remember. I don’t believe it’s unreasonable to assume it was Apeiron, although who specifically assigned me to the Tower and why they never returned remains a mystery.” He hesitates for as second and looks me in the eyes. “I’m being entirely honest with you.”
“I believe you.”
He takes a deep breath as he sets his tools aside. “And you, Jackie Coleman, are still hiding many things.”
“All you need to know is that I’m still hunting down how all this started, because it has to be stopped. Everyone on Central’s forgotten just how bad it can be. Even when they’re out in the Deadlands, people from the militia and soldiers from Fort Silence act like the worst thing that can happen to you out there’s that you get killed. It’s not. People like President Branagh, they get it. Maybe even Yousef gets it. The worst part about being out there’s the fear. It’s the paranoia. It’s what the Creep does to people, how it changes them. How it makes them panic and turn on their friends. Good people turn into bloodthirsty killers because the people they loved suddenly look like monsters. People you trusted to lead you start crying because they feel like a weight’s crushing them right in the chest.” I take a deep breath as we stare each other down. “You know I crossed the Alexander Limit.”
“I do. I don’t have any audio recordings of when it happened, therefore I lack specific details, but as with your kill logs, your suit also tracks all of your biotelemetric data. Using that, I was able to determine that you’d surpassed the threshold at some point in the last year.”
“I don’t remember what happened after I changed. I saw the result. What I know’s the feeling I remember. When I try to think about that night, I don’t remember what I did, but I feel . . . the insanity. This crazy bloodthirst. The feeling that I’m more frightened than any child could be but angrier than any monster, all at the same time.”
He shakes his head. “Yes. We have hormone readouts, heart rates, brainwave data and the like, from both Johnny and Anna. It’s a combination of extreme adrenal stimulation and arterial tension resulting in the release of cortisol simultaneous to a highly elevated escalation of your flight response. The Creep cells in your system elevate those beyond all human capacity. Essentially, you experience maximum fear and maximum fury at the moment of transformation.” He must see something in my eyes, because the doc suddenly looks, I don’t know, sympathetic. “Jackie, you cannot blame yourself for what you did. In biological terms, you quite literally were not yourself.”
“But my hands are the ones that were bloody.”
“Your body was converted almost entirely into a host for the Creep. Nothing could have prevented that. And, I should note, despite your passing the Alexander Limit, you did something I have never actually thought possible.”
“Yeah? What’s that?”
“You came back. There has never been a person documented to return to their human state once they’ve entered their feral form. From the most base Creepers to highly evolved variants such as Judge and Sally, no one who has ever fully gone over into their feral state has ever returned. There is something special about you, Jackie Coleman. I only wish I had the instruments to measure it. However, as far as all the medical data I’ve collected on you states . . . Well, there’s nothing physiologically distinct about you that would allow you to switch between forms, which leads me to believe the key to your unique abilities may be psychological.”
“What about the fact that my cells are from Sally? They’re mutations on normal Creep cells.”
“True, but you know as well as I do that her cells are actually a far more aggressive strain of Creep, to the degree that they cannibalize other variants. I’ve hypothesized that their enhanced nature is why your physical strength has surpassed both Sally’s and Judge’s, but I’ve yet to identify why you are able to maintain symbiosis with such a hostile strain, let alone return from beyond the Alexander Limit.”
I stare at the floor for a second before looking him in the face again. “Sorry for scaring you a second ago, doc. When people hide things from me . . . I mean, especially something like that . . .”
“I understand, though you should believe me when I say that I find it equally frustrating, if not more so, that the truth of all this remain so elusive. My, ah, my nature for inquiry bends me toward the pursuit of the unknown, and there is so much that is unknown about the Creep and even your own nature. If we could find some method by which to maximize the degree to which you tap into your cells without shifting into your feral form . . . Well, that would be something extraordinary.”
It makes me curious. “Has that ever been done before?”
“Truly? I’m inclined to say yes. It’s almost like hearing a small voice in the back of my head telling me it has been accomplished, though I have no true memory of the event. In many cases, I don’t actually remember these things in detail until I’ve seen them repeated or at least discussed them at length.”
“I get it. So, all we’ve got to do is find somebody who can perfectly tap into their Creep cells without going feral. I’m sure that happens all the time.”
He laughs. “If it did, it would be a new stage in human evolution, not the mess that currently comprises the Deadlands.”
“Still doesn’t hurt to look, doc.”
I sigh as I’m sitting there, his fingers still exploring my gauntlets. He must notice something in my face, because he looks up at me. “Was there something else, Jackie? You look troubled.”
“You know about Angels, Demons . . . You know about Judge, Sally . . . You even know about the Stranger.”
“Yes. What of it?”
His eyes meet mine, and to be honest, I know I look scared when we lock eyes. “Do you know about . . . the eye. In the utter wilderness.”
He leans back, looking confused when I say it. “I can’t say I’ve ever heard the phrase before.”
My hand touches a control on my gauntlet. “Disable audio monitoring,” I say, severing the connection between myself and Highpoint. For a long second, I sit there, feeling my chest tightening up. “What I’m about to tell you . . . nobody else knows about it. I’ve never talked to anyone else about it. I’ve read journals and read audio recordings about Demons, Angels, the Stranger . . . but there’s something else out there.”
“Something else?”
“In the Creep.”
“I’m not quite sure I follow.”
“There is a mind out there. There’s . . . something. It knows me. It literally recognizes me when I’m out there fighting. The Stranger knows about it, but nobody else. Even he doesn’t seem to understand what it is, but that’s a complicated . . . Let’s just say the Stranger isn’t at full power at the moment.”
“Fine. Fine. But what is this something you mentioned?”
“A mind controlling the Creep.”
“Of course. The Creep generates control clusters, like Judge or the Northwest Creep Colony, to manage its existence. That’s nothing surprising. It’s akin to a superorganism with multiple, localized control centers. You know this. Judge was one of them, subconsciously dictating the functions of the Creep in the Tower. However, the Creep is vast, spanning thousands upon thousands of miles. That’s why it requires control centers. No one mind could control it all.”
“That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” I say as I heave out a breath. “I’m not arguing that the Creep doesn’t work the way you say it does. I know it uses local colonies to stay in control of all of the Creepers it spits out. But there is a mind in the Creep, bigger than all of it. Bigger than Judge, bigger than the Northwest Creep Colony. It’s a mind that knows me.”
“I don’t understand.”
“It’s seen me.”
“Seen you?”
“Sometimes, in the dark, I see it, too. A thousand eyes and a thousand tendrils coming out of the sky, with one huge eye in the center of it all. The city, the Deadlands, all of it wiped out. Creep falling from the sky and destroying everything. The whole world bathed in dead light.” I take another deep breath. “But it’s not what I see that scares me. It’s not even the Creep that scares me. It hasn’t scared me since the day I died to it.
“What scares me is that mind I’ve felt in the Creep. I’ve felt it here in Central. I’ve felt it around the Tower. I’ve felt it further west, and hundreds of miles to the north. It’s everywhere. It’s not always active, not always present, but it always finds me no matter where I go. Everyone keeps wondering why I’m trying so hard to hold things together between Central and Fort Silence . . . I wasn’t lying about believing there has to be a system in place. I wasn’t lying when I said that I didn’t trust my own power. But the truth, the honest truth, is that I think all this fighting between human beings is distracting us from something bigger out there.”
“Jackie, I . . .”
“You want to know the real reason I think the Angels are out here scavenging technology?”
He rests his hand on my knee, maybe the only real human gesture I’ve ever seen him make. “Why, Jackie?”
“Because I think they know it’s coming too, and they’re getting ready for it. And if there’s something out there that scares the Angels themselves, then it should scare the hell out of the rest of us.”




Jackie’s Recording 17
Me and Mike hug each other for a long time before letting go of each other. After we break away, he snaps his fingers, a spark of blue energy shooting from his palm. I laugh as my eyes flare red, the two of us smiling at each other from just a foot away from each other.
He looks at me, almost shyly as he runs his hand through his hair. “Dang. I missed you, Jacko.”
“I missed you too, Mike.”
“You’re going to be okay out there, right?”
“I feel like I’m the one that’s supposed to be asking you that.”
“Hey, I put a dent in the Dark Angel. Apparently, I can hold my own or something.”
“Yeah, you actually, really can,” I say as I laugh. “Your punches actually hurt. I can count on my hand the number of people who can actually hurt me when they land a hit.”
“Hey, speaking of, how’d you know you could throw me around like you did without, you know, killing me?”
“You’ve got psionic power, just like Judge. The reason he was able to take hits the way he could wasn’t just because of the Creep. He also created a field around himself of psionic energy. Like a biological energy shield. I could tell when we were fighting that you were doing the same thing, so I knew I could go rough on you.”
“Wow. Not gonna lie, that’s pretty cool.”
“The doc’s going to want to run a lot of experiments on you when you get back.”
“Pretty sure the president’s going to want to have a talk with me, too.”
“He’s a good man. You don’t have to worry about him.”
“Doesn’t mean I have to look forward to it, either,” he says with a smile. For a second, he just stands there, staring at me with that grin. “Hate the fact we’re saying goodbye right when we’re back to normal.”
“We’ll see each other in a couple of day. We get our jobs done, get back home, and wrap up this whole thing with the raiders by the end of the week. Then we get things back to normal here, in your home. In Central.”
“I’m really glad you think of this place that way now, Jackie. Kinda means a lot to me. I love this place.”
“Yeah. I think I do, too.” I see him standing there, his fingers fiddling with that cross Cynthia gave him. “So, is that supposed to protect you or something?”
“Nah. It’s not a good luck symbol or anything.”
“But you . . . you believe it does something. Right? Isn’t that how it works?”
“It just means I believe, period. I’ve got faith this is all going to work out.”
I shrug and scratch at the back of my head. “I’m sorry, Mike. I don’t get it. Where we grew up, everyone basically worshipped the Builders, and we know what a dumpster fire that religion turned out to be.”
He laughs. “You know we don’t have to believe the same things, Jackie.”
“You just seem to be so into it. I don’t know. I feel like I should at least hear why you believe in it, because I really don’t understand how it works.”
“I don’t really know, either. But maybe that’s a part of faith. You just keep staying confident that things are going to work out for the best.”
“So, tell me for real, Mr. Chapman. You have . . . faith . . . that something good is going to come out of everything we’ve been through?”
“Yeah. Just believe there’s a reason for the things that happen. Everything, even the bad stuff.”
“What was the reason for the world getting swamped in a planet killing disease that nearly wiped out mankind?”
“Not sure how it went down exactly, but I’m pretty sure we’re the reason that happened. Not God.”
“Yeah. If I’m being fair, then it’s not like I think anyone else but humans could have created this kind of mess.” I shake my head. “I’m sorry. Here I am being this terrible friend and debating your beliefs with you before we both put our lives on the line on some tough as nails missions.”
He pats me on the shoulder. “You don’t have to say sorry for thinking differently. We’re good now, Jackie. That’s what’s important. Jackie and Mike. Buds, like old times. We’ll have plenty of time later to argue about the world and, you know, all the philosophical stuff.”
“You put it so eloquently.”
“We’re not all as good at public speaking as you,” he says with a wink.
“Ouch. That’s a real low blow, even for you.”
“You can think up a good response and hit me with it when we see each other again.” I smile as we come back for one more hug. “Love you, Jackie.”
“Love you too, Mike. Come back home safe.”
“Be counting the days until we see each other again.”
I squeeze him just a little tighter, one last time. “Me too.”




Watson’s Recording 05
After the rather intense discussions with Ms. Coleman, I decided to relax by devising a few new methods of reinforcing her armor to make it even more resistant to gunfire. So, consider it my surprise when I arrive at my laboratory, only to find Dodger tinkering with some device at one of the tables inside. She’s got a set of tools and has my vision enhancing headset on, so I’m not surprised that she doesn’t even hear me when I step inside. I’m forced to clear my throat loudly as I shout, “Tiffany Anne! Dodger!”
The girl whirls around at the sound of my voice, her hand whipping the headset from her eyes. “Doctor Watson,” she spits out, surprised. “Uh, I’m really, really sorry. I had some stuff I wanted to work on, and . . .” I’ve already chosen to ignore her words, my eyes peering at the table behind her. She must notice because she then asks, “Did you . . . want to help?”
“I had intended to work on devising new compounds for reinforcing the Dark Angel armor set. However, such a thing can wait,” I tell her as I approach her workstation. “What exactly is it you are working on?”
“This?” She waves behind her. “Well, it kind of feels like . . . I don’t know, like everyone’s getting stronger. Jackie is who she is, Tommy’s become tons better at fighting, and now Mike’s moving things with his mind. I don’t know. I think I felt left behind.”
“So, what was your proposed solution?”
“Nothing too fancy. It’s just, back in the Tower, we had all this Scavenger gear we used to use to get around. I thought I’d work on it a little bit and see if I could upgrade it. You know, maybe give myself a little bit of an advantage if things ever got hairy around here again.”
My eyes look to the table, where the girl’s adapted part of the gear into a sort of gauntlet. “This is the climbing gear you once used in the Tower.”
“Right. It’s a hydraulic piston that’s strong enough to bury into concrete. We’d used them to set a pin down that we could rope down from into deep holes around the building.”
“What was your thought?”
She frowns a little. “Well, I thought that maybe I could create a version of that where the rope loaded into a gauntlet and shot a piston into a wall from a distance. Like a grappling hook type of thing.”
“I’m assuming how quickly you realized such a plan was utterly insane.”
“Unfortunately . . . yeah.” She points to an open display on the computer in front of her. “I ran some simulations. I’d never be able to generate the kind of force I’d need to fire a piston into a wall. Even if I did, I’d never be able to get it out again. If I were to fall, I’d be left swinging back and forth with no way of detaching the piston. I’d be dangling there, just waiting for someone to shoot me.”
My frown is so deep I can feel it set within my lips. “Why in this world would you choose such an extraordinarily ill-conceived means of trying to create a grappling hook?”
“It was just . . . it was just an idea. I mean, maybe I was being stupid thinking it would work.”
I shake my head. “The idea is not stupid. The mode of transportation is what is ill conceived. We live in a world where Jackie Coleman quite literally has grenades that stick to any surface, and here you are playing with an outdated hydraulic piston?”
“Jackie’s grenades? I don’t understand. Aren’t they magnetic?”
“Of course not. They use an inverse principal to the repulsors that lift aircraft off the ground. Now, tell me, what is the opposite of repulse?”
“Uh. Attract?”
“Well, we are most certainly not going to call it an attraction field, but yes. When you invert the energy field generated by a repulsor it functions essentially as a tractor field, creating an attraction to surfaces. That is the basis of how Jackie’s sticky grenades work.”
“So, what you’re telling me is that we could switch out the piston for a pad, kind of like what Jackie has on the back of her grenades, and create something that attaches to surfaces? So basically, some kind of tractor pad instead?”
“Precisely.”
“But that’s just one part of the problem. You’d still have to think about storage for the cables, how to launch the tractor pad, how to fit it to a gauntlet . . .”
“Well, I am certainly not going to stand here and solve every aspect of this technology for you.” At the same time that I say it, I cannot help but admit that a small smile crosses my lips. “However, if you would like to work on this project together, then I must at least confess to a small bit of enthusiasm toward working on something that is not related to the Dark Angel for once.”
“Tommy does have to stay here overnight to be with President Branagh. He was going to bunk down here in Primary, so maybe me and you could work on this for most of the night, and then I’d be able to go to bed in Tommy’s room later.” She smiles. “That actually sounds like the perfect plan.”
“Good,” I tell her as my smile widens. “Then let us perform science.”




Mike’s Recording 20
General Suliman hands a case over to me. Doesn’t look like much, just a steel box with a handle on it. Still, when he passes it over, he treats it like a baby. “This is highly tuned equipment. Doctor Watson has spent weeks adjusting this to just the right frequency. When triggered, it will act like a massive Pocket Space bomb, emitting signals along similar frequencies that our repulsion poles do. Even the smallest change in that frequency could cause a massive disaster.”
“Yeah. I’m not stupid. I can carry a case.”
“You don’t like me.”
“I want you off the island,” I tell him with a shrug. “So yeah. Maybe I don’t like you.”
“After this week, I doubt you will ever have to worry about seeing me again, so I would focus on your mission. This device will set the future of Central Freedom into motion. It’s a job that carries such incredible importance that, well, few other people have ever had the chance to change of course of history with a single action.”
I eye him as I test the weight of the box. “You’re leaving Central?”
“I didn’t say that. But, yes.”
“When?”
“As soon as we’ve finished off the raiders. Whether by stopping them from activating the Panzer or by destroying the Panzer itself. Either way, you have my word that I will be leaving. I don’t seem to have the gift for running a city.”
“You got that right.”
He smiles. “A shame, that this is the first time we’ve ever formally met.”
“Personally, I could’ve done without ever meeting you.”
“Well. If those are your final words to me, then so be it. Good luck, Lieutenant Chapman. You carry Central Freedom’s future in your hands. I hope nothing gets between you and the heart of the Creep.”
After that, he salutes me and walks away. For a second, I just stare after him as he vanishes into the hall outside. Then I look behind me, where some of his soldiers are waiting to take me by transport out into the Deadlands. Honestly, the one thing I’m thinking is that I wish I was saying my goodbyes to anyone else but Yousef. That’s when I feel the little cross dangling around my neck and remember Cynthia. At least that makes me smile. Even as I’m climbing into the transport, surrounded by soldiers from Fort Silence, I can at least be happy that I’ve got her to come back to.




Personal Recording of the President, Gabriel Branagh 23
Tommy and Martin are both with me on the roof. Martin’s got a glass of whisky in his hand, something I wish I could indulge but feel would be inappropriate at that specific moment, of all times. With both Mike and Judge already on their way outbound, all I can think about are all of the responsibilities that I need to fulfill. “We’ll all head down to the war room in a second. I just really want to take a moment out right now to catch our breaths. The calm before the storm, if you will.”
Tommy laughs. “More like the calm between the storms.”
“At least you finally worked out everything you needed to with Jackie.”
Martin chuckles. “You’re damn right. Knowing that girl’s on our side puts my mind at ease.”
“That’s quite the change of heart you’ve had since she first got here. Anyway, I still want those plans you drew up for pushing Fort Silence off the island distributed to every building leader.”
“It’s already done. We’ve got every weapon stash and back route in the city mapped to make things as smooth on us as possible while making life hell for Fort Silence.”
Tommy takes in a deep breath. “Do we still think that’s going to be necessary? A resistance, I mean.”
“No,” I tell him. “This is just in case things go badly between Yousef and the rest of us, though the general has . . . suggested . . . he may be stepping down.” The two of them turn their eyes to me, and I hold up my hands. “I know. I know. I find it hard to believe myself. I’m only repeating what he told me. All he said was that after we finished off the raiders, he was going to be leaving the city and putting aside any attempts to control things here.”
“I’ll believe it when it happens.”
“I’m not stupid. I’ll believe it when I see it, too. Still, we can hope for a peaceful outcome while planning for the worst, which is why Martin distributed those battle plans.”
Martin looks at me from the corner of his eye. “Speaking of which, your girlfriend downstairs never checked the plans I sent her way. Isn’t she the designated leader for your building?”
“Uh, yeah,” he says. “She’s just working with the doc right now on some new invention.”
“Just make sure she gives it a once over.”
“I will.” Tommy says as he looks back my way. “And Mike’s got the package he’ll need to take out the Creep?”
“That’s the word from Doctor Watson. It should open an energy wave out of Pocket Space that causes the Creep to collapse, just as long as Mike’s gotten into the heart of that colony. Yousef delivered the package when he briefed Mike on his orders. He’s getting an escort halfway out of the city, until the point the Creep gets too thick and only Mike can keep going.”
“Well, at least he won’t be walking the whole way.”
“No. We need him conserving that rather impressive level of energy he has. You didn’t tell me he could do all of that, by the way.”
“Because I didn’t know. Mikey’s full of surprises. I’m just glad he’s on our side, same as Jackie.”
“So am I.” I hesitate as I look between the two of them. “There is one more thing. Something I’ve had cooking on the side. I wasn’t sure when to bring this up. Honestly, I don’t think there’s any other time I’ll get the chance.”
“What is it?”
I look at Martin. “I know you don’t think I’ve been a great president.”
Martin shifts around uncomfortably as he sips at his whisky. “A little naïve, maybe. If you want the God’s honest truth, I’ve actually been thinking I underestimated you. Working with the Advisory Council has made me realize what a viper pit they are.”
“Agreed. Well, I’m not as naïve as you think. That’s why I’ve been making plans outside of all of these discussions.”
His eye cocks upward as he looks at me. “You’re tiptoeing, Mr. President. Is this something I won’t be happy about?”
“Knowing how you feel about the raiders? Yes.”
“Alright then. What is it?”
“Not too long ago, I sent a scout out into the Deadlands. Someone I could trust, with a message for Neddy Lancaster’s son, Ned Jr. I wrote to let him know that there was a potential for things to go south between Central and For Silence and that, if it did, we’d put all of our efforts into taking down Yousef. And that we’d appreciate his help.”
Martin looks absolutely furious when I finish my sentence. “You did what?”
“Martin, Ned’s got one of the largest forces out there in the Deadlands, behind only the Tank and the Pearson’s Wild Forest armies. All reports tell us he’s just as good of a leader as his father was and just as honorable. I think that if push came to shove, he’d respect his father’s alliance with us if it meant going up against Fort Silence.”
“But you don’t know that, Mr. President, and to make matters worse, if Yousef ever found out you sent a message like that—”
“I get it, Martin. I wouldn’t be president much longer.”
“That’s the least of what I think he’d do to you. Do you think men like that walk around with titles like ‘supreme general’ just for the parades? You’ve seen the hardware he’s got stocked at his fort.”
I nod, trying to calm him down. “All the more reason for us to have a backup plan. This can only go a few ways. Either Yousef turns out to be the leader we hope he is and honors his promises, or he turns his back on his agreements and never leaves the city.”
“Or he intends to leave the city but then discovers you sent that letter, and it triggers him to embrace his monstrous side. Did you ever think about that?”
“I had to have a backup option, Martin.”
He turns away, looking Tommy for a second, but the younger man just looks stunned and unable to talk. After a second, Martin turns back to me. “I just wish you would have at least told me. It’s not . . .” He sighs as his hand brushes across his mouth. “It’s not the worst idea, but this isn’t a good position for us. Worst case scenario? If Neddy’s completely allied with the Tank, he won’t send help. If Yousef finds the letter, he turns on us once the raiders are dealt with because he thinks you’re trying to undermine him. Then we end up with no allies and all of Fort Silence bearing down on us.”
“Would it at least ease your mind if I told you the letter got through to Neddy?”
“It did?” A wave of relief suddenly passes over his face. “Well that . . . Way to bury the lede, Gabriel.”
“I’m sorry. Our scout reported back and said he’d delivered the message personally. From the messages we got back, it turns out that Neddy’s aligned with the Tank, but hasn’t committed any personnel or weapons to her. He did open his territory to house her forces, in Zone Delaware.”
“So, the scout actually went there?”
“No, the meeting happened at a halfway point. I don’t think it’s surprising that they weren’t exactly enthusiastic about having one of our people enter their territory?”
“And now we’ve got the Angel going in there. If she gets caught, that blows your whole backdoor deal out of the window.”
“She won’t.”
“Mr. President, this plan is relying on a lot of assumptions that things go our way.”
I shake my head at him. “It’s a backup. That’s all. Best case scenario, we keep that Panzer from ever moving, beat back the Tank, and convince Neddy to act as an intermediary between us and her. Maybe this time we actually get some real peace talks going. It’s a hell of lot better than going through that loose cannon, Erin Donoghue, and maybe the Tank would actually be willing to come and talk herself, knowing that we’ve stopped her biggest chance at taking Central.”
“Maybe. But it’s still a lot of risk based on a lot of assumptions.”
“Honestly, Martin? I’m more scared of what happens if Yousef decides not to leave town like he said he would.”
He takes a deep breath and hesitates for a while before saying anything back. “You’re right. I may not like where we are, but . . . you’re right.”




Jackie’s Recording 18
We all think of Central Freedom as the city and everything else as the Deadlands, but the truth’s that, 500 years ago, it was all the same place. Hundreds of miles of glass and steel, just sprawling out over hills and connecting over rivers. It’s an endless urban sea that stretches to the horizon. The parts of the city outside Central, the Deadlands, just aren’t very livable because of the miles and miles of Creep infection. As I’m flying along over those abandoned parts of the world, it occurs to me that I’ve never flown so far south. I went west when I woke up in the Tower for a bit, then north to Highpoint Waystation. I never came south.
Speaking of Highpoint Waystation, I get a message in my ear that gets a smile out of my face. Johnny. “You got one hell of a view there, kid.”
“I was thinking the same thing.”
“You know, nothing’s supposed to be powered up that bright, not outside of Central. At least, that’s what you’ve told me.”
“Looks like I was wrong.” John’s not exaggerating. As far as civilization goes, I’ve never seen anything like what I’m seeing at that moment, at least not outside of Central Freedom and Fort Silence. The military bases and small colonies you see cut into the Deadlands are normally a few blocks large at best. At night, they typically don’t run lights outside to avoid catching the attention of Creepers. This though? There’s miles of lights. Just like with Central, the biggest skyscrapers are dark, but the smaller buildings along the street are glowing, like a glittering sea that’s spread out through the dark. Streets are lit up enough that you can make out the sidewalks and buildings lining the roads. “It’s a whole city, John. How did the hell did we miss this?”
“A few things come to mind. We know from those broadcasts the Tank’s been sending out that old Neddy’s son, Ned Jr., is the one who settled down here first. I’m thinking he took the experiences he had from helping manage the Roost and put it to some good use down here, where the Creep’s thinner. Either that or the Tank’s just some leadership savant who knows how to build a society in under a year.”
“She does sound impressive, but I’d bet it was Neddy Jr. who got things rolling down here. Intel says he’s got the manpower for it. Maybe she just brought the tech that made the place more livable. Tanks, power armor, that kind of thing.”
“Which brings up the larger question of where she got the hardware. You’ve spent the past year hunting down old caches of weapons and depots full of Old World equipment. This women looks like she’s known exactly where to look.”
“Yeah. That’s pretty much what it looks like,” I tell him. I’m quickly zooming up on the edge of the city. The Deadlands are pitch black, just a sea of nothing until they comes to a hard stop at the lights of Zone Delaware. My helmet’s visors zip in from thousands of feet in the sky, zooming in on the buildings that form the perimeter, and I can’t help but take a short breath when I spot something familiar. “They’ve got repulsion poles, John. Dozens of them, all wired up at every intersection.”
“That’d make sense. It’d make for an easy explanation as to how they’ve managed to carve out some space for themselves in the middle of nowhere. It wouldn’t be as effective as the field over Central, but it could be enough to keep most of the Creep away.”
“That’s not all they’ve got,” I tell him as my eyes move further down along the rooftops. There are huge cannons mounted to the tops of buildings, their barrels facing the streets or sometimes pointed to the air. “Gun emplacements. Looks like enough firepower to level the surrounding blocks if they ever got invaded by Creepers. I’m not exactly happy that they’ve got their guns pointed to the skies, too.”
“How’s your stealth mode holding up out there?”
My eyes flick to the side of my helmet, checking the readouts streaming into the periphery of my vision. “They’ve definitely got radar bouncing around up here, and they definitely know something’s flying around above them. They just don’t know what.”
“Well, so long as the suit’s scattering their beams, you’ll be just fine. I wouldn’t risk it too long though. I don’t care how tough you are, anti-aircraft guns won’t care much about the armor you’re wearing.”
“I know. I’m getting ready to make my dive.” My eyes go to a large skyscraper carving its finger into the clouds, a tall dark monstrosity rising up out of a sea of light. “I’ve got an LZ in mind. Switching over to command frequency, I’ll be in contact later.”
“I’ll be keeping tabs on you through your visor, champ. Don’t give me any reasons to worry. My old ticker can’t take it.”
I smile. “Your old ticker’s about a hundred times stronger than a human’s. I’ll be back on the line later. Dark Angel out.” I cut out my thrusters when I’m right above my target, my channel switching over to contact with Central. “Dark Angel to Central Primary.”
“Dark Angel, this is Captain Jones. President Branagh and Colonel Martin thought, given our history, I should be your OIC on this one.”
“I can work with that,” I tell him as the tower below me is getting larger and larger, the air whipping by me as I’m plunging at terminal velocity toward the rooftop.
“Angel, I’m getting a lot of background noise out there.”
“That’s what happens when you’re falling out of the sky at a hundred miles per hour,” I tell him as I curl up and turn my legs downward, my thrusters igniting for just a half second and keep me from slamming into the top of the tower. For anyone else, coming to a stop that suddenly and at that speed would be fatal. It used to be that when I fell from high distances, my bones would actually fracture and need a few seconds to heal up. That sucked. These days, the Creep apparently just keeps my bones from breaking at all. “I’ve touched down, but I’ll need to go radio silent once I go lower into the city. There’s no way to know what sort of equipment they’ve got out there listening for signals.”
“Well, can you at least give us some kind of initial report on what’s out there?”
“I’m taking a look,” I tell him as I head to the edge of the rooftop. Above me, the tower’s got an antenna that lifts up into the air another few dozen feet. Nothing to write home about. Well, nothing to radio home about. Below me, though, everything looks amazing. “Some of the streets are as bright as Central here. The perimeter’s got repulsion towers set up and enough guns to evaporate the street if they had to. All the streets leading further in are walled off with barriers. Concrete barriers, cars blocking the road. A few intersections look like they’ve been gated to let troops in and out. They’ve got checkpoints for every road into the zone, but deeper in, everything comes alive.”
“Come alive?”
The lenses in my helmet zoom toward the street almost a hundred stories below me, following the pavement and catching sight of people walking back and forth. “Street vendors. Stores. There’s lots of electronic billboards and street signs that aren’t lit up, so if I had to guess, I’d say they have the same problem keeping the city running and the repulsion towers powered up that Central does.”
“I guess I’m just a little surprised to hear they’ve got stores and shops. That sort of thing. When you think about raiders . . .”
“You don’t think of them as civilized? Yeah. I’m having a personal crisis trying to understand it, too.”
“So, you heading in?”
“Yeah. Don’t call me. I’ll call you.”
“Got it. Central Primary out.”
The line goes quiet and I’m left perched there on the corner of the rooftop, staring down into the city below me. I launch myself from the top and go angling to the roof of a building closer to ground level but high enough that I’m still out of sight. Again, my thrusters ignite for just a split second, enough to keep me from hammering into the roof. Then I take a moment to look down, my eyes going to the street.
It’s random. Not every street is lit up, but what is lit up forms an intersection of neon light sitting beneath speakers that are pumping low music along the road. There’s an odd bunch of people there that look like they could come from every part of the Deadlands. Some are rough looking, wrapped up in black or brown leather and talking on street corners. Tough looking men and women that look like the kind you’d find trying to start a bar fight. Others I see walking down the street are wired along their arms and heads with cybernetic implants, low quality biotech that’s five steps down from what Yousef uses in his arm, but not anything I haven’t seen before. Still, they look cool with all the wires dangling from their arms and heads, their arms implanted with controls like the one in my visor or their heads wrapped in visors. So, there are a lot of weirdos in the crowds, but there’s also a lot of people that look like they’d fit in at Central, just wearing thick jackets to stay warm in the cold winter night and with their legs bundled up in sweatpants.
There’s no secret war being waged in the streets, nothing sinister happening between the average people living in Zone Delaware. People sit at tables outside enjoying hot drinks that leave trails of steam in the air. Lovers tuck themselves into the shadows of the surrounding alleys, kissing each other and hoping nobody notices. It’s the two elderly people holding hands as they shuffle into an apartment building that really get me. They’re . . . not the raiders I know, the ones from fights across the Deadlands. Out there, everyone’s an enemy. In Zone Delaware, it starts to hit me that a lot of these people look like they just want to live their lives.
“What the hell is this place,” I whisper as I keep looking around. It could be any colony from Central if not for the leather clad weirdos standing security on the streets. Then again, at that moment, I don’t see how they’re much different from the soldiers patrolling Central. Not apart from the clothes, anyway. They’re doing the exact same job, keeping an eye out on the streets and making sure everyone’s safe. I just think their choice of patchwork leather armor is . . . tacky, but then again, I spend half my life in a giant suit of black armor. Anyway, I move along the rooftop, keeping low to the ground and jumping from one building to another. Another reason I’m perfect for missions like this is because, with my Creep powered legs, I can leap between rooftops without needing to use the thrusters on my back. It’s just one more way of making sure I stay hidden.
Down the street, I can see the road split in two directions, with only one of them lit. At the intersection where the roads meet, a huge building rises up to the sky, a massive electronic billboard flashing images across its face. It’s the only billboard on the street that’s actually working. A second later, I understand why. It fills up with the face of a woman I remember from my briefing. The shock of white hair across the top of her head forms a flat top and the bulging neck looks like it would fit on a man. She’s a woman who looks as physically strong as some of the strongest guys I’ve ever seen. The Tank.
“To every clansman and woman. Be well this winter night. I thought it was important that we discuss the war to come.” I cringe a little inside my helmet. A speech. Why do all these military people love giving their precious speeches so much? “Everyone within our borders heard the call to fight back against tyranny. To fight back against dictatorship. Many of you came from the infested Deadlands. A few of you came from the empty wastes to the west.” She’s talking about the edge of the city, where there’s nothing. No buildings, nobody alive, no Creep. The scored earth that the few people living out there call the Wastes. It’s a place I only went to once before realizing I had to turn back. I wasn’t ready to head that far out. “All of you have heard me say this to you before, but it is a truth we must remember. I don’t say anything different from what our ancestors said, from what the freedom fighters before us said. We don’t share their blood, but we share the same spirit. We share the same belief, that ‘The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants.’ Soon, we will all need to make great sacrifices. Many of us will make the ultimate sacrifice, with our blood, but that blood will buy our freedom. For those of you who can’t follow us into war, prepare the city to welcome back those who return from the war. Their efforts are what will finally break us free from dogs of war and their masters, the tyrants who would break us. But we cannot be broken. We come from all walks of life, and our diversity is our strength. From many, we have formed one, and together we shall remain united through to the end of our struggle.”
The screen goes blank for a second before it’s replaced by another stream of mundane images of what I think are places around Zone Delaware. Everyone watching the Tank’s speech from the street get back to whatever they were doing, and soon life’s back to normal for them. Meanwhile, I’m still crouched there, thinking about what she was saying. The scariest part to me is that it sounds like the Tank’s moving soon. At the same time, I’m shaking my head at the thought of Central as some tyrannical nation. President Branagh did everything he could to make an alliance work between them. He lost most of his authority to Fort Silence by gambling on that, so hearing the Tank talk like Central Freedom’s the problem pretty much makes me laugh. Then there’s the slaughter that happened at Highpoint Waystation. Nobody who could do that, then lie to themselves about how noble their cause is, can be trusted. The Tank wouldn’t be the first leader who’s ever lied to me, either, the biggest offender being Tower Director Pygmalion. Just thinking about how he tried to have me killed halfway down the Tower, well, I put it out of my mind to focus on what’s actually important at the moment.
I’m leaping over one alley when my helmet’s enhanced audio picks up two guys messaging each other. It’s hard to miss the message, because one of them starts out by saying, “You hear about this Dark Angel?” The second I hear my name, I come to a stop, my eyes looking down the dark path between buildings but not spotting anyone.
“I heard,” another one replies back. “Word says she’s full of fire and just cuts through the sky. No mercy.”
“That’s what I heard. She’s some black thing. Some monster with claws that’ll rip you apart and a burning arm that’ll tear you in half.”
“Real nightmare, she is.”
“Wouldn’t want to mess with her.”
“Won’t have to. The Tank will take her if she needs to.”
I guess I don’t really care what they think about me. After all, I’ve been hunting raiders down for almost a year now. Ever since the incident at Highpoint Waystation. And hearing them talk about me like I’m a monster? Well, I am, to people like them. The mask, the fire, it all started because of them. Because they killed the people I cared about. They created the Angel. If I’m a monster to them, it’s because I did everything possible to make sure I was. To let them know they couldn’t get away with killing innocent people anymore.
I must be really deep in my thoughts because I almost jump when I hear a voice break into my ear. “Dark Angel!”
It snaps me back to reality, and I’m suddenly whispering into the mic in my helmet. “Yeah. Sorry, Captain Jones.”
“What’s going on? Your suit readouts say you haven’t moved in a while. I know you said not to contact you, but we kind of need this information about the Panzer.”
“I heard . . . there’s just this . . . there were these two guys talking about the Dark Angel, and what a monster she was. It just bothered me.”
“So, you’re feeling insecure because some raiders were talking bad about you?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“If the raiders are talking about you, it means you’re in their heads.”
“I get that. Don’t talk to me like I haven’t been here before.”
“I didn’t . . . I’m sorry, I know you’ve been doing this for a while.”
“Yeah, I have.” I shake my head as I stare down on the street. There’s something cooking down there that smells delicious. If I were in Central, I’d jump down to have a bite. “Anyway, yeah, I’ve been here for a while, but the sensors on the suit have been grabbing scans of the area to go with some of the aerial photography you guys provided. There’s only one place all these streets are leading.”
“And where’s that?”
“I’ll let you know when I’m there,” I tell him as I leap off the building I’m squatting on. I go flying across the street, a dark figure far above the streetlights, until I hit the building across from me. Immediately my glove’s fingertip claws slide forward, so when I hit the side of the building, they dig deep into its side to give me a good vantage point along the wall.  For a second, I just let myself hang and watch all these people walking back and forth down on the street.
Like I said, it's the smells that really get me. I can smell food, so much food, on the streets beneath me. At every little café and food cart, there’s someone serving up some kind of meal. Vegetables, of course, but seasoned so that it smells mouthwatering. Not to mention the lights coming from the street that wash the building walls until they’re dancing with every kind of color. Yeah, maybe it’s only this one street, and almost everything else around it is hidden in darkness, but it still feels like a place you’d want to call home. It’s a lot better than the Tower, at least from a bird’s eye view.
So yeah, I definitely have a moment of crisis where I wonder if I’m doing the right thing by spying on the place. It’s hard not to think about how bad Yousef’s messed up the last few weeks and the things Fort Silence has done to make Central worse. Then again, nobody on our side’s ever attempted genocide. There’s a walking piece of robotics as big as a building that, once upon a time, was so strong it could go toe to toe with some of the worst creatures the Creep ever created. If the Tank uses it, there won’t be a person left alive back at Central. That brings my thoughts back to Mandy, and that’s when I remember, it doesn’t matter what I’m feeling. I have to do what it takes to save her, because there has to be another generation that comes after me. Mike, Dodger, Tommy, even Cynthia . . . we can all take care of ourselves to some degree. Mandy though . . . No girl as young as she is should have to deal with a world like this. I shouldn’t have had to deal with it. Nobody should have asked me to deal with being psychologically separated from my parents when I was a kid. Mandy shouldn’t have had her parents killed in front of her. But that’s what happened, and if this Panzer goes active, she could lose the only family she still has left.
I won’t let that happen to Mandy.
The second I think about her, I feel some new energy just come down on me before I start clawing my way back up the building wall. Small bits of brick tear away into the alley behind me. It’s not the best way to get around, but it’s the quickest and sneakiest way. I rip my way up the building and leap back onto the top. I literally explode back onto the roof before I find myself breathing hard, literally for no reason. There’s no reason for me to be tired.
“You okay, Jackie.”
“Yeah. I’ve got an eye on the target.”
“Already?!”
“Kinda.” I mean, I’m not lying. When I look to my right, I can see a few city blocks down, to a darker part of the city built mostly of small buildings only a few stories high. Even from up here, I can make out a squat little building that’s maybe four stories tall but lit up with enough light to spot me pretty easily. Honestly, even if the building’s small, it’s not a bad place to hold up. I mean, it’d be hard to bomb from the air. There’s not a lot of space you’d have to defend. Plus, I mean, it’s literally in the center of a square with tons of military hardware surrounding it. This is all going through my head as I’m leaping across rooftops until I’m finally overlooking the plaza. When I finally get a clear look at my target, I just shake my head.
“Why did everyone build their military headquarters out of old libraries? Does nobody like reading anymore?”
The area’s quiet but heavily patrolled. The plaza’s surrounded by sturdy but sloppy looking walls that were obviously just recently built. There are watch towers all along the walls, with heavy machine guns mounted inside. Along the street, tanks and rocket vehicles are idling along rows of buildings. On the grounds inside the plaza, I can see anti-air guns ready to soak the sky in gunfire. So, yeah, it’s a military base, like I haven’t seen enough of those recently. It’s just such a shame to see what they’ve done with the old library. It’s got these huge, ancient looking columns holding up the entry arch and impressive statues sitting on the lawn. I can only imagine that it was a much nicer place when kids and their families were visiting instead of having the whole place packed with soldiers.
Anyway, there’s no reason for me to pretend like I can’t get this done fast as long as I stay out of the floodlights that are saturating the ground and the spotlights that are sweeping the skies. It’s not really a tall order for someone like me. I plummet to the ground, into one of the few areas that’s still covered in darkness, and angle out of the way before one of those spotlights cut across me. At the last second, I see someone in the dark starting to turn my way. He doesn’t even catch a glimpse of me. My legs propel me with enough force to send me flying over him and rocketing through one of guard tower windows behind him. There’s a second when the guard inside realizes someone’s flying his way, but he doesn’t get a word out before I’ve got him by the collar. A second guard at the back of the room is trying to bring his gun up, but I’ve already launched the man I’ve got locked in my fingertips, pummeling the two of them against the back wall so that they crumble to the floor. They’re immediately unconscious, so I hit them with enough punch that I know it’ll hurt in the morning.
Not that I have time to care.
The second both of them are out, my eyes cut both ways out of the room. On my left, I can see some random guard walking toward another tower further along the wall. To my right, it looks like I’m staring at a mirror image of the same thing. It doesn’t matter. I throw both of my unconscious victims through the back window and into the bushes below me, then I chase after the guard to my left. I almost slam tackle him as the two of us roll into the next tower, and I immediately I’m in a little trouble, because I spot yet another guard jumping out of his chair and turning his rifle at me. Before he can even say a word, I spring into him and crush him against the back wall.
Two more unconscious guards. Truth is, trying to keep people alive’s hard. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I didn’t even try, though. That’s what makes Central different from the raiders.
That’s what makes me different from the raiders.
A second later, I’m crouched over as low as I can get and scrambling along the wall. The path’s narrow, but I’ve got enough cover on either side of me that I’m absolutely sure nobody can spot me. Not from the ground, anyway. My eyes are pinned ahead of me, to where the wall ends. It runs right up against this huge window on the second floor of the library. With an entrance in sight, my visor’s already coming alive as I’m getting up to my target. Heat signatures are all over the place inside the building, but nothing in the room right behind the windows. They’re those old kind, the sort you find made with wood frames and closed with latches. Nothing tricky about just throwing those right open, and I just slide right into a pitch-dark room.
“Night vision,” I whisper as I close the windows behind me. Not that I really have to, I mean, the visor adapts to my surroundings on its own most of the time. It’s just . . . old habits, I guess, from before I knew all the tricks to using my tech. Anyway, the world around me comes to life with a green filter. Everything that was in total darkness is suddenly visible, and I can see I’m in some sort of old office. Lots of stuff hasn’t survived over the last few hundred years, especially if it wasn’t made of metal or plastic. These old desks though, made out of really heavy wood? Somehow, they’ve really champed it out over the years. You see them all the time unless the Creep’s been chewing into them. That’s some sturdy craftsmanship. Same for the tall bookshelves I see around the room. This is the kind of furniture that survived, and you see it all over the Deadlands.
I scan the room as fast as I can, but don’t really find anything that looks important. It’s hard to even really tell what I’m looking for, since all I know is it has to have something to do with the Panzer. My eyes flick to one of the nearest doors, and I make my way over. I stay low to the ground as I crack it open, my night vision flicking off as I stare into a more brightly lit hall. It’s still pretty low lit, but the electric candleholders burning along the walls give it a soothing look. And it’s hard not to look, because the hallway’s honestly impressive. The floor’s made out of tiled marble, and there are these huge archways that rise up against the ceiling. I’m staring down the hall, and it feels like it stretches out for forever, with massive wooden doors interrupting the walls every now and then.
There’s also voices, too. The lower right corner of my display shows how strong the voice is. I’m basically running in stealth mode at that point, and one of the things I personally like most about the display’s how it tells me where voices are coming from. If the voices are strong enough, I’ll get a dim light in my display telling me what direction my target’s in. As the voices break through my ear, the light flashes to my left, but it’s dim. Whoever’s in the next room has to be pretty far away, but the mic in my helmet still picks them up.
“Yeah. Tank’s up there with her sister,” I hear someone say. That kind of comment gets my attention.
“When’s she not up there with her sister?”
“Whenever she’s out in the Deadlands busting heads, obviously.”
The Tank. Good. At least that’s one of my targets. I slow down to spy in on the conversation and slide up to the closed door on my left.
“Tank ain’t done nothing in, what? Must’ve been a month. You ask me, she’s leaving everything to Erin to handle.”
“Would you listen to yourself? You think we’d be holed up in some sweet gig like this if it wasn’t for the Tank?”
“Are you saying Erin couldn’t have gotten this all sorted out himself with enough time?”
There’s a delay from the other guy. “Look, I’m not saying the boss didn’t do some impressive things . . . It’s just, the Tank . . .”
“Yeah?”
“You really think Erin would’ve ever been able to get a Panzer up and running same way she has?”
“Yes. No. I dunno. Maybe.”
“Looks like you’re answering your own question about why we need her.”
“Well, like I was saying, she headed up to her room.”
“She must be done for the night. Lots of planning she’s got to do before she heads out to the target in the morning.”
“Must’ve wanted her privacy too, since she basically ordered the whole floor empty.”
Bingo. That’s all I need to hear. I creep past the doorway and keep making my way down the hall. Same time as I’m doing it, I let out a subsonic pulse from my visor. It can’t be seen, and it can’t be heard, but it bounces back the whole structure of the floor up ahead. It’s like a really advanced form of echolocation. The pulse doesn’t go far enough to grab the whole building or anything, but it gives me a basic map of what’s coming up. Sure enough, I turn the corner and see another long hall. There are doors on my right, and smack in the middle of the hall, a stairway heading two ways, one to ground floor and the other up to the third. Only problem’s the guards making rounds up and down the hall.
Two at the stairs. Two more walking down to the opposite side of the hall. In my head, I’m thinking the hallway’s long enough that I’d have the time to take out the first two then get the next. Only thing wrong with that approach is I’d risk setting off alarms if somebody tried to check in with them over radio or something. Dilemmas. At least, that’s what I’m thinking until I look to my side.
Half the problem with being human is getting stuck thinking one specific way. You see a problem and think you have to face it head on. That’s not always the case, and it certainly shouldn’t be the way I think considering I’m not even completely human anymore. I look to my right and see the same pair of latched windows that led out onto the tower walls. There’s no light coming in, which means there’s no spotlight or anything on this side of the wall. Probably because nobody owns a powered suit of armor like mine that can dig into surfaces and climb straight up to a rooftop, so there’s not a lot of reason to be flooding the building with a spotlight.
I flip the latch and push on the window just enough to get a look outside. There’s guards on the walls in the distance, but they’re all looking out onto the streets. Good. That means they’re still watching for intruders without realizing there’s one already inside. I swing out of the window and bury my clawed fingertips into the surface, closing the window behind me as I dangle from the wall for a second. It just takes a minute to get my other arm up and digging into the stone, the metal in my fingers sliding into the walls like a hot blade into the Creep. Then, it’s just one, two, three, my hands digging into the walls as I scramble up the dark side of the building. A second later, I’m at the third-floor window. It’s just like all the rest, down to the sets of square glass panels, with the only problem being that it’s latched from the inside.
Not that I have time for subtleties. Well, I sort of do. My fingertips are sharp enough to claw walls, so they’re sharp enough to cut into glass, especially pre-war glass that’s this old. A lot of the newer stuff, stuff from around the time Apeiron and Carthage got into it, was hardened to be as strong as concrete. Older glass though? I cut around the edges of the square frame a few times until the glass panel literally pops out, falling into my palm. It takes all of a few seconds to reach inside the window, undo the latch from the inside, and set the glass plate down. Then, I’m swinging back into the building.
When I do, I’m back inside another hall that’s just as big as the one a floor below. No guards, though. Just . . . emptiness. It’s so quiet that I can’t even pick up on voices for a second. I start to walk to my left, making my way down the hall. Same as before, it’s impressive. Fancy floors and ceilings, paintings that are as tall as two or three of me, and massive chandeliers hanging from the ceiling. I swear, before the world went to hell, it was actually pretty good looking.
It’s hard not to think about that as I’m making my way around the next corner. When I do though, I suddenly have to flip back. I’m pressed up against the wall and not even breathing. It’s really not hard to figure out why.
There’s someone standing there, at a door down the hall.
I only see her for a second, but that’s enough. I recognize her not just from the briefings, but that propaganda video out in the city. The Tank. She’s even bigger than what I remember. She must be seven . . . may eight? Holy hell, a straight eight feet tall. Has to be, because she looks taller than me in full armor. She’s actually as tall as a walker, with muscles the size of artillery cannons. Her arms are as thick as my torso and her legs look as solid as statue columns. I recognize some of the robotic implants she’s had done, including that replacement arm of hers. It’s all metal and cables. It’s kind of like Yousef’s, with one arm that looks real and one that’s robotic, except her cybernetic arm runs all the way to her collar and looks a lot less professionally done. The top of her head’s covered in a flat cut style that makes her shocking white hair looks that much more insane. I know she’s a woman, but she’s got a chest as broad as a barrel, which is easy to notice considering the white tank top that’s practically painted onto her torso. The fatigues she’s wearing on her legs practically show off every bulging muscle before they disappear into her combat boots. I see this all in that half second before I duck back behind the corner, but there’s no doubt in my head that she’s bigger than any other person I’ve met outside of Judge.
I press my face against the wall and edge them to the corner. She’s still standing there, staring at a faint light in her hands. I’m thinking, if it’s a tablet, it could be important. War plans? Maybe technical information about the Panzer? I mean, there’s no way to tell from where I’m at, but it immediately becomes my target. I’m barely a few feet from my goal, but I still have to find some way of getting around that Goliath.
It takes the sound of a door opening to snap me back to reality, and I watch as she disappears into the room. She’s so heavy, the floor underneath me shudders as she steps into the room. It’s a little unnerving, even as strong as I know I am, so I let a few moments pass before I slide around the corner and softly make my way down the hall. Right as I’m coming up on the doorway, my visor lights up as the internal mic picks up on voices that are still far away. It’s only one voice, but I recognize it from the broadcasts out in Zone Delaware.
“All the plans are in place.” It’s the Tank. “Not that I’m completely confident about it. I wonder if this really is the only way forward.”
As I get up to the door, I realize that, whatever’s inside, it has to be a big place. The display in my visor is saying the Tank is still pretty far away, so the room must be huge. Or, it’s a series of rooms. So, I push up against the crack of light streaming out of the slightly open entryway. Inside, I can’t spot anyone, so I let myself in and try to stay silent while I’m closing the door behind me. I can tell immediately that I’m way too exposed. The room inside’s just as big as I thought. It’s more like a hall, with a massive table running from one end to the other. It almost looks like a dining hall. There’s even a huge chimney at the far end, not that it’s burning. Instead, the electric candle holders lining the columns in the room are casting a soft glow. Without much cover to stay behind, I just try to make my way across the room as fast, and as quietly, as I can.
The whole time, the Tank is still talking. “Erin says that when the time’s right, the clans will get behind us on one more push at Central Freedom. We’ll need them all if we want to take it now that Fort Silence is backing them. Ned Lancaster still won’t commit any men to the fight.”
This time, there’s a quiet voice that answers back. “Yes. We will have to prove to him that we can win before he’s willing to fully support us. That will make this an even harder battle than I’d like, but we knew this was how it would be all along. Ned doesn’t want to betray the Sha’b, but he doesn’t want to betray Central either. I don’t blame him. His father’s legacy is buried at Proprietary Colony, a legacy of blood and steel used in a useless attempt to make peace with the city. We will simply need to fight without him.”
“That’s tens of thousands of men and women we won’t have to fight for us. Central Freedom and Fort Silence combined have more soldiers to throw at us than we can manage, at least without the full support of all the clan leaders. If we go into this fight for the Panzer without their support, it’s going to take a heavy toll to take the weapon. I don’t like the number of lives we’re going to lose in this one. Then there’s the Jackal. You know better than anyone what he’s like and how good his plans are.”
“Yes. There is no one else alive who knows him as well as I do.”
“Is that all you have to say?”
I reach the end of the table and look to my left. The wall’s lined with stuffed animal heads. Animals I’ve never even seen in my life are staring down on me like some grim guardians, all of their dead eyes glaring at me like they’re accusing me of something. I try to ignore it as I take a step forward, walking past them, but it’s hard to shake the thought of all these creatures just staring at me. It’s still making me uncomfortable by the time I get to the door, listening as the voices grow louder.
I guess I shouldn’t be surprised when I push into the next room just to find that it’s empty, too. It’s smaller though, about half the size of the room behind me. As I’m walking by a shelf stuffed with books, I recognize the names written on the spines of a few of them. “Shakespeare. Sophocles,” I whisper softly as I move to the small table in the center. Looking down across the room is this portrait of an older man. I don’t recognize him, but . . . something’s off about the picture. His skin’s dark, with a black beard that’s streaked with white. He’s bald, with a sword at his hip, his dark eyes staring into the room. It takes me a long time of just looking at it before I realize what’s bothering me. It’s the uniform. It looks a lot like the formal ones worn at Fort Silence, just . . . slightly different. But, what really makes me stop dead in my tracks are the pictures, glowing in a digital frame, that are framed and seated on a shelf beneath the painting. I recognize the pictures. One’s of the bar, from Fort Silence. Another one’s from the courtyard in front of the fort’s administration building. At least one picture’s full of young women standing in front of the fort, arms wrapped around each other and standing beneath a suit of power armor. It’s the last thing I expect to see, so of course, I’m just stuck wondering how those pictures can be there.
I’m so caught up in analyzing everything that I almost yelp when the voices start filling my ears again. Seems the Tank can scare me even when she doesn’t realize I’m around. “You always play it so cool. I don’t get you. You were so . . .”
“So . . . so, what?”
“It just felt like you had more to say when all this started.”
“I did. I’m worn down.”
“Is it your sickness?”
“There’s little else that would make me feel this way. I’ve wondered if it’s finally starting to consume me.”
So, the Tank’s sister is sick? I slide past the tables and bookshelves, trying to ignore the long dead general who’s looking down on me. It’s hard to stay positive when the room’s that dark and the shadows around me are practically a dozen feet tall. I push past it all as I get to the next door, again checking to confirm that nobody’s in the next room, before sliding inside.
“We have an intruder.”
The second the Tank says those words, I freeze. I’m crouched low to the ground in a long room full of just as long tables. There are chairs down every row and a desk at the center of it all. Flowering chandeliers hang from a ceiling painted with a cloudy sky, but I don’t really have the ability to appreciate it. I’m glued to position as I listen to the Tank’s sister responding.
“What kind of intruder?”
“Not sure. Not sure it’s even an intruder, really.” I let myself breathe a little as she keeps talking. “Just picked up some strange signals in the city.”
“What does ‘strange’ mean?”
“Energy spikes. Some unusual images on the city sensors. Couldn’t track any of it down or really get a solid idea of where they were coming from.”
“They couldn’t just be malfunctions?”
“Could be,” the
Tank replies. “I sent out some engineers to do some double checks on the equipment. Until then, I let all the street patrols know to be on a closer look out.”
“I guess that’s all we can really do for the moment.”
“Well, the signals were small.”
“So, what’s really bothering you?”
She hesitates. I make my way between the rows of tables, passing underneath the pale moonlight cutting through the massive windows on the outer wall. I’m almost across the entire room before the Tank finally replies, “I don’t want to lose you.”
“You won’t. You’ve seen the Panzer with your own eyes. You know how powerful it is.”
“Right. I agree. It’s just, the Jackal.”
“What about him?”
“He has that flying ship of his.”
The mention of it makes me pause as I get to the entrance of the next room. They voices are definitely louder at that point. “He does. You’ve inspected the Panzer though. Didn’t you say it had the firepower to destroy anything that it faced?”
“Right. It does. The back’s still mounted with miniature nuclear launchers. We don’t have the warheads for it, but we could use traditional missiles.”
Nuclear. I know what that word means, but not in this context. I don’t know what nuclear missiles might refer to. Not really understanding what they’re talking about, I just keep going, pushing into one last room. It’s almost entirely different from everything behind me. Actually, it’s more like a living room, with plush chairs and couches. There’s a few bookshelves, but it looks more like a place where people’d come to relax. My eyes practically spring open when I see the coffee table in the center of a circle of chairs. There, on top of it? A tablet. If it’s the one that the Tank was carrying . . .
Speaking of the Tank, she keeps talking even as I’m closing in on my target. “Just, knowing the Jackal, I think it’s going to be hell. And, I couldn’t live with myself if you happened to get hurt out there. Die out there.”
“I told you, I’m—”
“I know what you said. I know you think everything’s going to be alright, it’s just . . . I can’t take that risk. I don’t even know if I can do my duty if I’m also worrying about you at the same time. I’m just . . .”
“What . . . what are you saying?”
Even as I’m wrapping my hand around the tablet, I’m wondering the same thing. What are you saying, Tank? My suit’s interface is quickly transferring all the data to my helmet when the Tank says, “That injection should take care of you.” And I just stand there, hunched over for a second, trying to figure out what sort of injection she’s talking about. Just the mention of it gets me on edge, but it’s what comes next that makes my eyes jump open. It’s muffled, and it’s low, and it’s hard to understand what I’m hearing. It’s like I’m hearing something from underwater, like somebody struggling to breath. Like someone who can’t get air and is fighting to come up from drowning.
And in that second, I seriously have to wonder if somebody is getting killed in the next room and whether I should do something about it. Do I blow everything I’ve done for somebody who’d probably turn around and kill me if I gave them a chance? Or do I step in and try to save someone who’s choking, most likely because of some drug shooting through their system? My imagination is going crazy wondering what the Tank might be doing to the other person in the room, and I can’t help but rush to the door. For a second, I look back to the exit and realize, if I wanted, I could probably just get out of there without having ever been noticed
“Dammit, Jackie,” I whisper as I sit there in the low light. I’m just not built to let people die without doing something about it. I put my hand to the door, and I’m completely ready to burst in when I have one last second of common sense. Before I go exploding through, I put my eye to the crack in the doorway. Inside, it’s dark and hard to see, so there’s a second when I can’t figure out what’s going on. There’s not much in the room but a table and a bed, plus a wheelchair. My briefing mentioned that the other girl wasn’t able to walk.
My eyes adjust to the light before, finally, I see the Tank, her massive frame leaning forward. Every muscle in her back is rippling as her arms extend forward, holding someone by the shoulders. It’s the other girl, and I’m not sure what I was expecting to see . . . but she’s definitely not choking.
I shake my head as I try to understand what I’m looking at. The two of them, they’re . . . they’re kissing. All that sound was just the two of them . . . It’s hard to even think about. I almost can’t process it at all as I start to pull back from the doorway. It’s like staring at a disaster that you can’t really entirely wrap your head around because, I mean, I thought . . . Weren’t they sisters or something?
And that’s when the smaller girl opens her eyes. Half her face stares past the Tank for a second, a long smile crossing her face as one of her eyes looks to the doorway. I swear she locks eyes with me through the crack in the door. She definitely looks loopy, like she’s not all there. Maybe it’s her medication. Maybe it’s something else. I don’t know. All I know’s my mouth falls open the second we lock eyes on each other, but it’s like she doesn’t care. A second later, she closes her eyes again, and goes back to focusing on the Tank. Like . . . like it didn’t even matter that I was there. I pretty much go stumbling back, trying to block out the sound of the two of them . . . doing what they’re doing.
Sisters. Sisters. Unless . . . unless they’re not?
I’m walking one room after the other, heading back into the hallway as it all cycles through my head. The Tank was a giant of a person with shockingly white hair and pretty fair skin. The other girl was maybe closing in on six inches tall but with really deep brown skin and black hair. She wasn’t as dark a shade of brown as me, but she was close. I’m comparing them against each other as I reach the third-floor window and swing back out, this time clambering up the wall and onto the roof. It shouldn’t be the most shocking thing I’ve ever seen, and it’s not, but I just can’t stop trying to process it while I’m standing on the rooftop.
“This has to be bad intel, right?” I ask myself. “They can’t be related. They don’t look the same and . . . the kissing. It doesn’t make sense. But if they’re not sisters, then . . . then who is she and why . . .”
That’s when a signal breaks through over my comms. Tommy. “Jackie. Hey, it’s been a while. Just checking in with you.”
“Yeah,” I whisper. “I’m heading back. I need to think some things out.”




Jackie’s Recording 19
I’m standing in a room with President Branagh, Colonel Martin, Tommy, General Yousef, Representative Dravic, and Doctor Watson. It’s not the first time I’ve seen Yousef and Dravic together in a room, but they look chummy enough while they’re sitting together. I stare at them out of the corner I’m leaning against, my arms crossed in front of me as I’m trying to make sense of everything that’s happened in the last few days, up to and including what I just saw in Zone Delaware. Yousef spots me looking his way even though I’m trying to play it cool, and there’s a second when he looks . . . sad, I guess. Maybe because I’m ignoring him. I don’t know. I put it out of my head and look over to Tommy, who walks up to me and leans in close to whisper, “Hey. Is everything alright? You look distracted.”
“No . . . Yes. Something’s wrong. It’s . . . it’s off. Something’s off about this whole situation. Yousef. The Tank. Even this whole operation to take down the raiders. I just don’t feel like everything’s lining up, but I can’t really figure out what’s wrong.”
“We can figure it out later. Right now, though, these are all the big-time players. Some big decisions are about to go down. I know I don’t have to ask, but I’m going to anyway. You are ready for this, right?”
I look up at him through my helmet and nod. I even give him just the smallest hint of a smile so he believes me. “I’ve faced worse than this. I think.”
“Judge was definitely the strongest guy we ever faced. What’s going on now . . .” He looks behind his shoulder at the group that’s settling into their chairs. “Politics and war strategizing. That’s not the sort of fight I thought I’d be waging when I climbed down the Tower, but it’s all I’ve been stuck with since President Branagh asked me to assist him.”
“Life is full of little surprises, most of which are just out to make your life miserable.” I nod past him, to the tablet. “Better grab your seat. I’ll handle my end, don’t worry.”
“Talk to you afterward.”
I just nod at him as he steps away. A second after he’s at the table, I push off of the wall and just stand there, legs out and arms still folded. “I’m ready for my debriefing.”
Branagh flashes that presidential smile of his as he puts his hands on the table. “Fantastic, because we received your transmissions. Already had a chance to go through everything by the time you got back.”
“All of it? Already?”
“All of it, including plenty of details about what the Tank is planning.” He looks over at Doctor Watson. “Doctor?”
Watson seems to startle at hearing his name, like he’s just now realizing where he is. That way he always seems to zone out worries me like nobody’s business. It’s just one more thing I have to put out of my mind as Watson suddenly pushes himself up in his chair and looks my way. “Hm? Oh, yes, of course. The, ah, the project. The Panzer project. Well, of course, it’s much as we suspected. They’re going to be activating it.”
Branagh looks annoyed. “Well, we already sort of knew that, didn’t we, doctor? What I’m asking is what new details were we able to pull off of that data we recovered?”
“The data?” He looks over at the president and seems really confused for a long second before snapping his fingers. “Oh, quite right. Yes. They’ll be launching . . . well, in two days, most likely.”
Everyone in the room shoots up in their chairs when they hear that. Yousef’s face flushes red as he leans over the table and slams his hand. “What did you just say? Two days?”
“Well, yes. The information we gathered indicated that in a few hours, by early morning, the Tank and her sister would be arriving at the launch site. There is already a sizable raider force in place there. The Panzer is, after all, operational.”
“And you didn’t think that was important to tell anyone right from the start?”
Watson looks irritated at people yelling at him, and he starts yelling back. “Well, you’ve got me working on half a dozen science projects for your damned city, and then you expect me to stay on top of it all without even a competent staff to hand off some of my responsibilities to! What the hell did you think was going to happen?”
“I would hope you’d feel a sense of urgency about a threat that could potentially wipe out the entire city. Was that too much to ask from you?”
Branagh cuts them off with a sharp wave of his hand. “Gentlemen!” He looks flustered too, but at least he keeps his head on straight. He looks over at Martin and nods to the door. “All of our troops. All of them. We need everyone ready as soon as possible, and I’m talking about the entire militia.”
Martin pushes away from the table and looks like he’s on the verge of panicking too. It’s the first time I’ve seen that kind of look on his face. “Err, yes, sir,” he says as he looks from Yousef over to Branagh. “And the troops from Fort Silence . . . ?”
Yousef waves him off. “You have my blessing. Leave only enough behind to protect the city in case of an attack from raiders or the Creep.”
“Of course,” he says as he grabs at his tablet and rushes out of the room. The second he’s gone, Branagh looks over at Watson.
“I understand you’re under a lot of strain, doctor, but still. It would have been nice to know.”
Watson’s eyes are pinned at the table as he avoids looking at anyone. “I’ve been asking for weeks for the most meager crumbs of support . . .”
“Fine. Fine, there’s nothing we can do about it now.” He looks over at Yousef. “I’m assuming you’ll be leading this military venture, seeing as how you’re basically in command of both our forces at this point.”
“I won’t be there without you, President Branagh,” he replies. “A man cannot lead alone.”
Branagh nods as his features soften a little. “It’s . . . appreciated.”
For the first time, Dravic motions with his hand and starts to speak. “If I may say, now may be the best time to alert all citizens to stay indoors until this emergency has been handled. We can seal the buildings in case of any attack and have Yousef’s forces stationed at critical intersections throughout the city.”
“Sounds like a plan I can get behind. We’ll have the War Council here, of course.”
“If I might be so bold, I believe it would be important to also have the Advisory Council here.”
“The Advisory Council?” He looks confused for a second. “Any particular reason?”
“They could coordinate efforts in their districts from here. There’s no place safer and losing any one of them would be a tremendous loss. We’d lose the ability to communicate as effectively as possible with their districts.”
Branagh sits there for a just a minute before nodding. “Alright. Let’s just make sure we have multiple ways of communicating throughout Central in case any one line of communication goes down. And I want Representative Tan to head out to Second Freedom across the river to coordinate efforts there. He’s got plenty of experience handling organization and the distribution of resources under pressure. We’ll need someone handling things out there if the war comes to us.”
“I will see to it all personally.”
“Thank you, Nikola.” He pauses and takes a deep breath. “Doctor Watson. This Panzer. Give it to us straight. What sort of firepower are we looking at here?”
Watson looks over at the president, still obviously seething under that tight skin of his, but he manages to punch at the buttons on his tablet. A second later, there’s a technical blueprint projected on the screen behind me. The doctor waves at it and grumbles, “Have a look for yourself. The Panzers were created to stand roughly between 250 and 300 feet tall, or roughly the size of a 30-story building. I will say, something of interest to note is that the Panzer we are dealing with survived the war specifically because of its size and durability. In fact, it was among the premier weapons of its kind, and so we should expect it to be the maximum height for one of these creations. As for firepower . . .” He chuckles. That’s scary.
“Remembering that these were created to be the ultimate lines of defense against any invading armies and that the Panzers only fell because of the Creep . . . There are multiple shoulder and collar mounted anti-aircraft emplacements consisting of both missile defenses and flak weaponry, in addition to energy-based weaponry. Thanks to the extraordinary firepower it is equipped with, the Panzer can create a shield of weapons fire around itself that will be difficult to penetrate from the skies.”
Branagh lowers his head. “Hell.”
“Of course, that’s only the weaponry across the shoulder mounts. We can’t forget the weapons mounted along the lower torso. The torso breastplate is lined along the lower ridge, toward the hip, with nearly the same amount of firepower except designed to fire downward, at incoming ground forces. Then there is, of course, the back mounted missile launcher which is designed to fire larger warheads skyward with the intent of them raining down on enemies at a massive distance. These back mounted launchers were intended to fire nuclear warheads during the Panzer’s original creation, but the raiders have, unsurprisingly, been unable to obtain such weaponry. Nuclear warheads weren’t exactly stored willy nilly throughout the world, even at the height of Apeiron’s hubris.” He pauses when he realizes everyone’s staring at him with the same blank expression. “Ah, well, for expediency’s sake, let us merely say that should the Panzer have had access to nuclear warheads that I’d be recommending an evacuation of the city and a negotiated surrender. It doesn’t. Now, for a final note, the machine’s right arm contains a second piece of technology that is also not operational. A railgun. Let us, once again, be grateful that the Panzer is only partly operational and is currently only functioning with traditional military capabilities.”
Branagh raises a finger. “Care to elaborate on the railgun’s power?”
“Without getting bogged down in technical details, the Panzer’s railgun uses electromagnetic force to launch projectiles at such a high velocity, they strike with the impact of the strongest missiles in existence. A hypersonic rail round cannot be intercepted using traditional methods, and the closer to the target, the greater the impact of the round. Of course, on a mobile weapons platform such as a Panzer, that makes a railgun perhaps the greatest threat to survival outside of weapons of mass destruction. Missiles and warheads can be intercepted, but a railgun round could wipe out entire armies given the Panzer’s mobility.” His eyes shift to Yousef. “Even your vaunted Dynamis would be unable to endure more than a few strikes from such a weapon. Be grateful the Panzer is not yet operating at full capacity.”
“Oh, our one saving grace,” the president says as he wipes at his forehead with his hands. “Well, how the hell do we take this thing down? It’s got firepower that could wipe out our entire air force and apparently it can do the same to our ground troops. What’s the strategy for taking this thing out?”
Yousef shakes his head. “Of course, it would be possible to assault it from the ground with well-hidden forces. I understand it can move, but I’m assuming it’s not incredibly mobile?”
The doctor shakes his head no. “For a creation of its size, it’s actually quite mobile. Of course, it can’t maneuver nearly as well within the city as smaller forces, but I still wouldn’t assume it’s some lumbering piece of awkward metal.”
“Then what about its armor? Can we punch through it with enough force?”
“That’s difficult to say. Most of its plating from before the war seems to be intact, so anything else than overwhelming firepower would do little against it. There are only two points where the damage is extensive. The legs seemed to have taken a fairly heavy amount of damage from engagements with the Creep, and much of the armor there has been blasted off or corroded. Then there’s the head. The head has lost its frontal panel, exposing the control bridge to open air.”
Branagh leans in. “So, if we could get just one well-placed missile there . . . ?”
“The likeliness of such a thing is overwhelmingly improbable. Besides the shoulder mounted weaponry, the head itself is protected by a half dozen flak guns designed specifically to tear apart anything targeting that area of the Panzer. Missiles would never break through. They simply don’t have the maneuverability.”
And then, like clockwork, it’s like I can’t help but say, “I’m maneuverable.”
The whole room looks my way, but nobody says a thing. They just stare at me for a long second with their mouths hanging open. Honestly, I don’t blame them. It takes Tommy to break the silence, and even he seems like he can barely get the words out. “Jackie, I . . . You have to know how insane that sounds.”
“Does it?” I look over at Yousef. “What’s the normal length for the missiles you use on the Dynamis?”
He stumbles for words for a second before spitting out, “Ah, about 20 feet, with the booster. The Talons carry smaller missiles. About 12 feet in length.”
“Great. I’m smaller than both of them, and I can pull turns that no missile can.” I actually can’t believe the stuff coming out of my mouth. “I can make the dodges in time. The tech in my suit makes it easier for me to get out of the way faster. Plus, my training.”
Branagh cuts back in. “Yes, Jackie, but we’re still talking about facing down dozens of anti-aircraft weaponry. You’d never make it through on your own.”
“Then don’t send me on my own. Clear a way for me. Use missiles, use something, I don’t care. Just draw some of that firepower away and give me a better chance of getting onto the control bridge. I land, take out the Tank, and then we don’t have to worry about bringing the Panzer down. Instead of focusing so much on wondering how we keep even just a few troops alive to maybe punch through the armor, we can game plan this to make sure I get onto the bridge and do my thing.” When I finish saying it all, I almost can’t believe what I’m telling them, but . . . then again, it’s me. “Look, do we have any better choices here? If you figure something out between today and tomorrow, fine. If not . . .”
Branagh nods and looks over at Yousef. “What do you think about all this?”
Yousef stares at me, his eyes open wide like he still can’t digest what I’m willing to do. “I . . . Yes. She has a point. If we can come up with something else . . .”
“We can put all our best minds on figuring out something. Then, if we don’t . . .” He looks up at me. “Then we go with your plan.”
Tommy doesn’t look happy. He just shakes his head a few times before looking back at me. “Jackie. This is borderline suicide. You could die. Again.”
“So could everyone else on this mission, Tommy. They’re still willing to put it all out there, and they don’t have Creep in their veins and a suit of armor that’s about three generations ahead of any of the tech you guys are using. Besides,” I can’t help but smile as I say my next words, even if I know Tommy doesn’t completely appreciate it, “I’ve already died once before. That didn’t exactly stop me.”




Dodger’s Recording 15
Tommy puts the rifle in my hands and says, “You’ll have to be block leader again. I know it’s not something you want to do . . .”
I mean, how could he guess? “Tommy, if I wanted to put anyone’s life at risk again, I’d have gone back to the militia.”
“Yeah, I understand that, but people’s lives are going to be at risk tomorrow anyway. The fact is, I can either give this assignment to one of Yousef’s men, or you. These people know you though, Dodger. They trust you. The families in this building are all militia families. You’ve cooked with them and been around their kids. I’m not going to make you do it, but . . .”
“It’s cool. No, no, I get it.” I tighten my fingers around the rifle. “Yeah. I don’t have to fire at anyone. I probably won’t even have to.”
“Exactly.”
“And if there is an emergency, I honestly just need to keep everyone calm while we evacuate.”
“Right.”
I let out a breath and just feel like this pressure is releasing out of me. “I suck at convincing myself of stuff like this. I can do it, though.”
“You’re sure?”
“Look, I’m really over complaining about this stuff when everyone’s out there doing what they have to. Maybe I’m not cut out for being back in the militia, but I can still protect people somehow. I mean, I want to try.” I shake my head. “No. I’ll make sure it happens.”
Tommy smiles at me. “That’s what I’m talking about. You won’t have any militia support. This is basically all hands on deck to make sure that Panzer doesn’t get close to the city. If it’s got its missile payload loaded, then it won’t need to get very close before it can just bombard all of Central Freedom.”
“Doesn’t seem like I’m going to have to do anything. If the raiders don’t get here in the Panzer, do you think they’ll still try and invade again across the bridges?”
“I don’t know. That’s why we need someone like you in charge, just in case they try.”
“I’ll probably need to check in with the rest of the families, then. You know, get a headcount on everyone that’s going to be in the building and make sure all the adults have weapons. It’d be a slaughter if we tried to head out there without some way of defending ourselves.”
“You’ll still have some of Yousef’s forces here to help with escorts. I know you don’t like them. Hell, you know how I feel about them. Still, if there’s a firefight, try to work with them to get the civilians to safety. That’s really all that matters.”
“Right. Yeah, obviously I’ll put our differences aside. It’s not like I want Mrs. Johnson from down the hall dying just because I don’t like Fort Silence.”
“Plus, you know, Yousef’s got skin in the game on this one, too. He’s putting a lot on the line here. His ground forces, his air force, hell, even the Dynamis. It’s a big risk for him, so I’m inclined to trust him. At least this once. If we go down, he goes down.”
“So, we’re thinking that the threat of total annihilation is what’s making Yousef behave?”
“That’s my guess.”
I smile and look away. “Do you remember when life was simpler? When our enemies were faceless zombies or superhuman monsters like Judge?”
“Don’t tell me you miss those days,” he laughs.
“Tommy, we nearly got strung up from the ceiling and crushed to death by the Creep. I think I’m a little too traumatized to miss anything having to do with those times. No, it’s not that I miss those days. I just guess it was easier to understand guys like Judge than it is to understand guys like Yousef. You know, a guy who has a flying warship from five hundred years ago.”
“Guess understanding him better would make life a little easier, right?”
“Yeah, it’d be nice to know for sure that the guy I’m fighting with isn’t remotely thinking about killing me.”
“I think that’s why I like the militia. Maybe it’s why I want you to come back. At least I know the guys I’m fighting with would have my back.”
I hold up the rifle he’s just handed me. “One step at a time there, captain.”
He turns away for just like, the quickest second, before he turns around to see me. “Dodger, if things do go south . . .”
“Don’t say anything, Tommy. Really. I don’t need to hear it.”
“No, it’s just . . .” He looks at me for a long time, to the point that I almost think something’s wrong. The poor guy fidgets there like he doesn’t know what to do with his hands while he rocks back and forth on his feet. I can actually see him swallow hard when he looks at me. “I just needed to say that . . . I love you, is all.”
Of course, like a dummy, I tell him, “Shut up.”
At least he laughs. “Hey, I needed to say it. Or, I wanted to. At least, before tomorrow.”
And then I’m just looking at this guy who, even at his worst, is the only person I’d want to be with. So, yeah, I know exactly how I feel about him. “I love you too, Tommy.”




Jackie’s Recording 20
It probably isn’t an hour after the meeting closes up when I get the ring at my quarters. I already have a hunch about who it is when I answer the door. Mounted up in my suit, I stand about a half foot taller than him. Pretty big difference from the night when we first hung out. “Yousef.” There’s not much else to say. “Can I help you?”
He just stands in the doorway for a second before saying, “I wanted to let you know I would be giving up the title of general after this battle.”
Hearing that makes me shake my head, and I can’t help but take a step back into the room. “Uh, come in. Come in.”
“I appreciate the gesture.”
“It’s not . . .” I sigh in frustration because I just don’t get the guy. “Tell me what this is all about.”
“I know how much we’ve struggled to see eye to eye on many, many things.” He folds his hands together, and I can see him searching for words. “Since you arrived, I’ve been absolutely clear that I feel it’s important for there to be a strong, central authority. A guiding power. I feel sometimes you’ve agreed with me, sometimes not.”
“Like when your men were pointing guns in the faces of people I know, right?”
“Yes. Just like that.” He sighs. “I won’t ever be able to give up my instincts, but maybe the role of general sends the wrong message. Maybe it’s time I tried to be a person of the people. I could take on a civil role.”
“You’re seriously going to tell me that you plan on becoming, what? A representative? Run for office or something?”
“Maybe I’m not that humble. With my experience and history, I feel I could fill an executive role sooner than later. But, I am serious about stepping down as general.”
“And leaving your troops and all of Fort Silence in the hands of your other generals, right?”
“What I intend to do is leave Central Freedom in the hands of its people. I still have a fort to run, but I don’t intend to dictate to Central what they need to do. Not after this last battle is over. Central’s own leaders will run Central, not me.”
I squeeze my fist and put a hand to my neck, my helmet washing away in blue light. “I don’t understand you, Yousef. One week I think we’re on the same page, the next your troops are abusing people in the streets and arresting them. Then you come in here and tell me you really do want to make changes. Why am I supposed to believe anything you say?”
“When you asked me to stop the wire taps, I did. I didn’t give the orders to take medical supplies, but I sent out orders to make sure something like that never happened again.”
“But you ordered people to get stopped on their way out of Central because you were paranoid they’d be raider spies?”
His head falls, and I see his hands shaking. “I told you I would give up my title. As the bard wrote more than a thousand years ago, ‘My crown I am, but still my griefs are mine. You may my glories and my state depose but not my griefs. Still am I king of those.’”
“Yousef.”
It’s a long second before he looks up at me, and I can see actual tears running down his face. “Have you ever . . . have you ever made a mistake you regretted so deeply, you wished, with all of your life, that you could erase it? To make things as if that mistake had never happened?”
Those words absolutely kill me when they leave his mouth. My hands go to my head and push into my thick hair as I turn around for a second, pacing to the wall. Finally, I just let my arms flop as I look back to him. “Yes. Yes, Yousef. You know that . . . I told you I’d made mistakes.”
“You were never entirely specific.”
“Because I can’t be. Not with just anyone. And it’s not that you’re just anyone, it’s just that . . .”
“Jackie, it’s fine. But if you know what it feels like, then you have to know what it means when everything inside of you wants to have a second chance.”
“Don’t do this to me, Yousef.” I stare at him with my hands on my hips for a long second before I tell him, “Okay. Yeah. Second chances. But this is a big price for that second chance. You’re really going to tell me you’ll give up command of your army and step down as general?”
“You can verify it with President Branagh. I told him the same thing during our meeting a few days ago.”
“Builders damn it, Yousef.” I shake my head. “I just . . . I guess we’ll see how it goes, then. You know how much trust means to me, and you’ve already . . . You’ve been so close to crossing that line so many times.”
“We never got that lunch together.”
“If you really want that lunch, if you really aren’t lying about enjoying that night at Fort Silence, then be the person you should be first. Then we can talk about being friendly.”
“I completely understand. Here,” he says as he reaches out his left hand, the human looking one and not that golden arm of his. “This may all end tomorrow. There’s nothing more I’d like than to shake on our agreement. To one last fight against the Raiders. To a better future.”
It takes me a few seconds to really digest everything he’s saying, but I finally look back at him and nod. It almost . . . almost . . . makes me smile, and I extend my hand out to him. “Sure.”
“Can we put a human touch on it? Maybe I’m sentimental, but the warmth and touch of a human hand has always been preferable to cold metal.” He raises his gloved, robotic arm before letting it fall to his side. “Human touch is precious. It reminds us of our connections to each other, of what we are.”
“Yousef, sometimes, when you talk like that or about your sister, I almost think you’re the sentimental type.” My glove wipes away in blue light, vanishing to the elbow, as I extend my bare hand to him. “Look, maybe if everything works out and you really, really, try to do things right, this friendship thing might work out.”
“We shall see if that is the future we are fated,” he says with a smile as our hands lock together. “I’ll let you rest. Tomorrow, we set out for war.”
He’s about to pull away when I stop him. “Hey, Yousef, before you go.”
“Yes?”
“When I was in Zone Delaware, in fact when I was in the Tank’s home, she had these pictures. They were photos from around Fort Silence. I mean, from the bar, the courtyard. I think she’d been there. Do you have any idea what that’s about?”
He looks shocked for a second before a dark shadow passes over his face. “It would make sense if the Tank, or at least if someone she knew, was a deserter from Fort Silence. That would explain why she has so much intimate knowledge of the military depots in the region. She may have deserted and then helped the raiders acquire all the military hardware they have. At least, that would explain how they’ve been able to upgrade so much.”
I frown and shake my head. “That’s true. It’s just . . . It feels weird, you know? Even getting in there . . . It all felt too easy.”
“You’re a force of nature with strength and abilities most people could never imagine. They weren’t ready for you.” He taps me on the shoulder, trying to give me one last bit of comfort. “We’ll understand it all more clearly after the battle. Goodnight, Jackie.”
“Goodnight, Yousef.”
I give him one last nod as he walks out into the hall before I erase the rest of my suit from this reality and into Pocket Space, leaving me standing in my room in just my jumpsuit. Then I just stand there for a long second with my hands on my hips, wondering how we ever got to a point where we have to send the last human city into war against a giant walking robot that could take out a dozen skyscrapers in one missile launch.
That’s when I hear the beeping from my comms screen. I look over to see an incoming signal on the screen and confirm the call. I really can’t be certain who it might be, but when the screen comes to life and I see the face there, I can’t help but smile. “Mike!”
“Hey there, Jacko,” he says with that grin of his. That smile was so hard to find back in the Tower when we were making our way down, but the guy’s time with Cynthia has obviously been pretty therapeutic. “Hope you got a sec.”
“For the sole psychic left in all the world?”
“How about just for your friend?”
I laugh. “You know I’m joking, right?”
“Sure. Problem is, don’t got much time to talk out here. Yousef’s soldiers are about to leave me at the drop off point.”
“Oh, yeah. What’s it looking like out there?”
“You spent a year out here on your own. Longer than me or the team. You know what it’s like.”
“Maybe I just like it when I get to hear my friend’s voice?”
He smiles again. “Well, what’s to say? Destroyed towers. Creep running in most buildings. Couple dead skeletons every few buildings or so. Whole train platform filled with skeletons. People, you know? Just sitting. Think some kind of weapon got ‘em all. Energy weapon or something, ‘cause everyone was still in full clothes. Wasn’t the Creep. Not much of it was around there, and the clothes were too well preserved.”
“Yeah. You see that in the Deadlands. It eventually clicked in my head that about as many people died in the city because of the fighting as they did because of the Creep.”
“Really makes you wonder if we’ve learned anything,” he tells me as he’s shaking his head. “Anyway, not what this call’s about.”
“You mean you don’t like calling people to talk to them about depressing things you see in the post-apocalypse?”
“Nah, funny how that’s not top of my list.”
“Alright, alright, funny guy. What’s going on?”
His eyebrow arcs. “Really going to play it that cool when you’re heading off to one of the biggest fights of the year soon?”
“Oh, right. You heard about that. You know, I’m trying not to think too much about the fact that I’ll be flying through some of the heaviest fire I’ve ever seen in my life.”
“Yeah, I wouldn’t want to think about it either. Course, I’m out here in the Deadlands, soloing out to some remote point in the heaviest part of the Creep. Remind me, how’d we both take on suicide missions?”
“First of all, they’re not suicide missions. Just, dangerous, you know? Second, we’re here because . . .” I smile as my head drops for a second. “Wait, how the heck did all this happen?”
“Well, we did use to be the only ones in the Tower who wanted to go exploring.”
“So that means you were supposed to become a Creep manipulating psychic while I became some armored war machine?”
“Sort of thing your parents wish for you, right?” We both laugh for a second before things go quiet, and it’s another second before Mike finally keeps going. “Look, just wanted to say, I’ve already called the others. You know, wish them well and everything. Cynthia, too, and the brat. But, really couldn’t call it a day before I rang you up. Been a tough couple of months for us, but I guess we pulled it out.”
“I was being an idiot and trying not to take responsibility. It feels like I was trying to run away from being the Angel.”
“I get it. Plus, I know everyone needs you to put on the armor and go out there and fight, but remember that’s not why everyone sticks with you. When you’re at your best, you motivate people like nobody’s business. Your friends, me, we’ll always back you even when you’re at your worst. I mean, as long as you don’t go crazy uncle on the city and start tearing through civilians.”
That gets another smile out of me. “I don’t think that’s going to be a problem. I kind of like doing the whole ‘protect people’ thing.”
“Yeah, me too, which is why I stuck it out with the militia. And why I agreed to this mission.”
“And why I agreed to my mission, too.”
“Dang, Jackie. We’re real suckers, aren’t we?”
It gets one last laugh out of me. “I thought that was the way it’s always been?”
“You’re right,” he says with a thumb over his shoulder. “Hey, got to make sure I’ve got all my equipment before I unload. Just wanted to say, after you’re done and I’m done, let’s grab a drink. We’ll do it right. Just the family. Me, you, Tommy, and Dodger. Old times, and no overdoing it.”
“I think I could go for that.”
“Great.” Mike gives me a half salute. “Until Tower’s end.”
“Until Tower’s end,” I salute him back. Then the signal closes, and I’m left sitting in my room and wondering what the next day’s going to bring.
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“Dark Angel to Highpoint Waystation. John, come in.”
“Today’s the day, isn’t it?”
“It is.” I hesitate a second as I’m on the line with him. “John, today’s going to be a big day. It’s going to get intense out there.”
“Yeah, I kinda get that impression. Something tells me you got something on your mind.”
“It’s just . . .” I’m standing there in the darkness of my room, thinking about him sitting back there at Highpoint. He’s been nothing but supportive for . . . forever. So, I know he’s not going to like what I say next. “John. Today, there’s not going to be any time for hesitation. No time for doubt. Lives are going to be saved or lost in a split second. So, I need you to promise me, until this is all over, that you won’t question my orders.”
“Kid. Come on now.”
“I’m serious. You’ve done nothing but look after me since we met, and I’ve never asked you to do this before . . . It’s just, I know how you are. You let your personality get in the way sometimes. You care, and I really appreciate it, but sometimes that means you put up some big delays between when I make a call and when you agree. I need you to put that to the side, okay?”
“Okay. Okay, we’ll play it by the book.”
I take a deep breath. “If you need to put on your Major Mechanical face . . .”
“Don’t. Don’t do that to me, kid, not after all this time. You know what that face does to me.”
“I know. I know. I just . . . I needed you to know how serious this is.”
“Hey. We’re in this together. I’m your operator. You make the calls, and I’ll deliver. Now, I’m still going to have to go by the book and give you a heads up whenever there’s something serious I need to warn you about.”
“That’s fine.” I smile. “I know you’ll keep me alive.”
“Going to do my best, at any rate.”
“So, with all of that out of the way, I need you to unseal the reserve arsenal. Authorization Coleman Chapman Pisa Seven. Have half the reserves ready to go. Heavy rifles, miniguns, that kind of thing.”
“You know we don’t have many of those left. Been a long time since you came back to restock the arsenal.”
“I know. Just give me what you have.” I take a deep breath. “I also want you to prime all of our missile reserves and have all of our Pocket Space generators primed. If I have to, I’ll need to be able to drop some major firepower all at once.”
“I’m not going to say anything about it if you make the call during the fight, but me and you both know that you trying to call in more than one or two weapons at the same time’s not good for you. It’s borderline lethal. Your brain may have Creep cells swimming in it, but it’s still human. The suit may act as the Pocket Space link but it’s your brain that’s the antenna all this stuff broadcasts to. You call down too much . . .”
“Yeah, yeah. We both know. I’ll fry my brain.”
“Hey, kid.”
“Yeah, John?”
“You’re going to get through this. I’ll be watching out for you.”
It makes me smile. “Thanks.”




Personal Recording of Devleena Kumar 05
I hate giving speeches. Military people love giving speeches. So, when I’m standing there in front of almost fifty men and women all armored up just like me, I just throw my hands in the air. “Who the hell wants to hear me give a speech?”
“None of us, sarge!” someone calls out from the back, and everyone laughs, including me.
“Good. So, I won’t. You don’t need me to tell you what you already know, anyway. You’ve all received your orders. In under an hour, we’re going to be getting picked up by the Dynamis and navigating west, into the Deadlands. Deep into the Deadlands. We’re going to put as much space as we can between us and the Northwest Creep Colony, but we already know what’s going to happen once we start heading into the boonies, right?”
“A whole lot of Creepers,” someone else calls out.
“That’s right. It’ll just be a matter of time until those Rocs start coming at us. The plan’s for the Dynamis to put itself between those Rocs and our target, a walking pile of metal with enough firepower to send us to kingdom come. But hey, who wants to live forever?”
“No one!” they all shout, everyone laughing again.
“That’s right. As long as we’re alive though, we’re going to do our jobs. You’ve got your orders. You’ve all drilled. We’ve dropped into raider territory before, but we’ve never faced anything like this. The only reason we stand a chance at taking this Panzer out is because the Dynamis is going to be putting itself on the line to divert its fire. While the ship’s eating up all the return fire, we’ll be attacking from the ground and trying to get to the panzer’s legs. That thing’s carrying a lot of heavy armor on it, but our reports say its legs are exposed and vulnerable. We take those out, and we stop that thing in its tracks. We’re going to have to navigate raiders on the ground, but we know they don’t have what it takes to stand up to us. Who cares about a few tanks and rocket vehicles?
“Here’s the thing though. It’s the Panzer we need to be watching. The machine’s mobile. It can move, and it could crush us all alive if we’re not careful. Every single person on the ground’s going to be attacking from an angle. Nobody’s going to stand dead in front of it and take shots from there. If we stay mobile and navigate around the thing, using the city to shield us, we’ll stay out of the way of its cannons and, just as importantly, those massive feet it has. Other than that, we’re deploying same as always. We’ve got permission to operate pretty independently but, if we get commands from further up the chain, please put away your independent streaks and fall in with your orders. I don’t need to deck anyone when we get back to Central. We’re there to support the rest of the army and the militia.”
I take a minute as I slide my death’s head helmet over my face, my voice distorting as it belts out from my vocalizer. “Now, even if no one wants to live forever, Metal Heads say what?”
“Never say die,” they all chant back.
“That’s right, boys and girls,” I shout back as I raise my rifle to the ceiling. “Now let’s get ready to drop and kick some ass.”




Mike’s Recording 21
Coming back to the Creep, on my own, it’s like . . . otherworldly. It takes me back to those days wandering the Tower. Wondering about what was outside. I was always older than Jackie and the rest, so I was a bit more ready to head out on my own. Least, that’s what I thought. I remember saying my goodbyes to the parents first time I went on the Scavenging.
I don’t talk about them much. Wasn’t a bad relationship, but it always felt . . . professional, maybe. Like a formality. Think that’s why I was always so ready to head out on my own. Course, being out in the Creep, by myself, I can’t help but think about them. Maybe I shouldn’t. Don’t know. Honestly, there’re times when I do think about them a lot. Just feels like the relationship I have with Cynthia’s more real than the one I had with my parents. Then again, I’m actually still young when you think about it. Might come a time I regret not having bonded with the parentals.
What gets me thinking about them, as I’m wandering the streets, is all the Creepers. Seeing them standing around, snapping their jaws, faces flicking left and right as I walk through along the sidewalk . . . It’s hard to look at. Some are still wearing the clothes they died in. Or more likely I hallucinate the clothes they died in. Even for me, being that deep in it, the Creep makes you see things. What I think I see’s what they were wearing five hundred years ago. One I see’s got shreds of a business suit. Another one’s got pieces of a dress. The ones that really make me want to just look away and pretend like it’s all a dream are the small ones. Three and four feet tall. Kids who died in the Creep. It makes me think about Mandy and realize why I’ve got to make sure the same thing doesn’t happen to her. At all costs, I’ve got to keep her from ever having to face the Creep at its worst.
Only a few people really know what that’s like. Me, Jackie, Tommy, and Dodger are a few. We all came down the Tower. We saw what the Creep could do to people, thanks to David Marshall. Nutball killed my Scavenger team and hunted me through the Tower. Left me traumatized for so long I didn’t know if I’d ever recover. Then there was Judge, the epitome of how the Creep corrupts people. I’ve always wondered, since I’ve got my amazing psionic powers, if I could turn into something like him if I ever got infected.
I try not to think about it too much.
Being out in the Deadlands, walking between buildings, it takes me back to before we found Central. It’s easy to live in Central for a long time and forget about how much the Creep’s taken over since the August War and the Following Fall. Even when the Creep’s thin, everything’s bombed out and unpowered. Getting back into it, passing along buildings and seeing all the destruction, it’s just a reminder of how much work’s left to do.
Probably one of the worst sights is the Creepers who still have some memory left of what they used to be. The human’s long gone, but there’s some shred of a memory left behind. It’s easy to see. As I’m walking for hours and hours, I spot Creepers standing at bus stops, not moving. Like . . . that was the last thing they were doing before they died. Then the Creep got them and left them in some zombie like state. I’ll pass an armored transport and see a Creeper sitting in the back, a helmet on his head, like he’s still living through the memory of some war that ended a long time ago. It’s sad, really.
In my heart, as I’m walking through it all, I keep thinking of my friends, then Mandy and Cynthia. But, I also keep thinking back to my parents and the Tower. Makes me realize Dodger was right. We’ve blown off going back too long. People back home deserve to be free, as much as the people of Central. It’s one more promise I make to myself as I keep walking toward the Northwest Creep Colony. When everything’s done with the raiders, we’ll go back and free the Tower. They deserve that much.
This is all running through my mind as the Creep starts peaking. Entire buildings are covered in living tissue and tendrils running back and forth. The sky starts to go black with the Darkness, that dark cloud that covers the sky when the Creep’s at its thickest, and the air around me’s covered in an orange and red haze. Those dog looking Creepers, the Bulgas, run in packs along the ground. Their jaws snap as they pass by, their clawed tendrils probing the air. Sometimes they look my way, but it only takes a thought from my mind to basically order them to keep moving.
I’m so focused on making sure they keep their distance, I almost don’t notice the huge claws rising up into the sky. They’re the size of buildings, just massive bone structures dripping with saliva and with muscle and tissue forming the base. The structure I’m looking at is a few city blocks of a circular formation of slippery muscle and bone arms that stretch into the sky. These huge orifices filled with hundreds of rows of teeth line the ground, squeezing and releasing giant mucus blobs and dark mists that blacken the air. It finally clicks to me that this is the reason I’m in the Creep. For this thing. The Northwest Creep Colony. I just stare at it for a long time, feeling the case in my hand shaking, like the device inside is reacting to the Creep itself. That catches my attention, and I look down at the case and wonder if that’s supposed to happen.




Jackie’s Recording 22
I’ve been a lot of pretty impressive places in my life. The Tower turned out to be some sort of ark to save humanity from destruction. Central Freedom’s pretty amazing to think about, a refuge for humanity and its brightest hope for the future. Still, I can’t help but feel like a kid as I’m standing on the deck of the command bridge of the Dynamis. It’s a circular room with people at control stations everywhere and this massive forward viewing area. From where I’m standing, I can see Central Freedom, way out on the edge of the world and across the river. Now, I’m not really familiar with the ship’s commander, Commander Petrovic, but I’m able to go just about anywhere as long as I stay out of the way. So, for a second, I take it all in. The world. When I’m flying, everything is moving so fast I barely have time to enjoy myself. Here, on the bridge, without the wind hitting me in the face, I can actually take in the view and see just how big it all is. Across the bridges and on the mainland, towers stretch for hundreds of miles into the horizon. It’s pretty amazing to think that at one point, hundreds of millions of people lived in an endless sea of concrete and steel, in skyscrapers a hundred stories tall.
It’s not just the view that’s impressive though. It’s more like I can feel the raw power of the ship. There’s a humming in my feet from the main reactor, a Pocket Space engine that can generate all the power a ship this big needs to stay in the sky. Ahead of the command chair is the tactical pit, where stairs lead down to a command table. There, a rectangular holographic projection is showing all the terrain ahead of us. I figure out pretty quickly that the red dot at the center is us, but we’re the only blip on the screen. Probably because we’re the only ship in the air.
A voice from one of the control stations announces, “We’re picking up flyers inbound from the colony.”
Petrovic answers back, “As expected. Power up the forward batteries and clear the way.”
“Yes, sir.”
Even while they’re talking, I can see about a dozen smaller red blips coming up on the tactical projection. At the same time, when I look up, I see a cloud of Rocs. I can’t make out any details from this distance, but I’ve read up enough about them that the images are stuck in my head. Gaping mouths and small clawed ridges on their torsos that are held in the sky by massive wings. And, if Yousef’s to be believed, their spiked projectiles can punch a hole clear through a tank. So yeah, the whole time I’ve been aboard the ship, I’ve been a little worried about what a fight with the flyers would be like.
But, it turns out that it’s pretty anticlimactic. Maybe I’ve just been underestimating how much firepower the Dynamis is carrying, because I almost gasp when I start seeing the cloud ahead evaporating into nothing as a stream of heavy gunfire pours into the crowd. Streams of gunfire empty out of the forward guns in endless salvos, tearing everything ahead of us into small pieces. After watching it all happen, it’s pretty obvious what 50 caliber bullets will do to living creatures.
I can’t help but ask, “You’re telling me this ship’s got a problem facing off against flyers?”
That seems to annoy Petrovic though. He turns slightly in his chair. “Sure, it seems all fun and games when you’re taking pot shots at only a few dozen of them. Imagine hundreds of them. Or thousands. An agitated Creep is exactly what we want to avoid, because we just won’t have the ammunition to keep up if the sky ever goes dark with them.”
“Oh.” It’s a pretty sad response, but honestly, it’s the only one I’ve got. “Well, I’m heading down to load up.”
“Just make sure you check in with the deck chief to know when and where you’re launching from.”
“Yes, sir.” It’s weird saying that to someone I barely know, but I’d be pretty pissed if I was captaining a ship and some stranger, even someone like me, didn’t show a little respect. Anyway, I don’t waste time heading below the command deck and onto the flight deck. When I’m inside the Dynamis’ hangar, I remember just how big the place is. It’s practically like stepping into some huge cave. The flight deck opens from the back to let aircraft fly out, and the ship’s carrying its full complement of fighters. Well, it’s mostly fighters in the hanger, but they’ve also got some bombers and a few Vertwings. They’re all lined up in rows. Good thing about repulsor technology’s that you don’t need a lot of runway to get these things in the air. It’s basically just lift and fly.
Not that I have much time to admire all the flight crews running around and getting pilots prepped. After I check in with the deck chief, I make my way over to the side of the hangar, where the “decs” are. At least, that’s what they call these things. They’re actually pneumatic launch tubes for power armor infantry. Honestly, I don’t like the look of them. They look like round coffins built into the sides of the hangar, away from the aircraft. A door slides open, you step in, then your body gets compressed by high pressure. Not that you feel it, in the armor. Next thing you know, you’re getting fired out into the open skies below. The high velocity launch is supposed to make sure that no troopers get shot down in the air, but it’s not something I’ve ever done before and not anything I’m looking forward to.
That’s about when I realize I must be staring because I realize someone’s looking straight at me. It takes me a second to turn around and see this huge, hulking person, all suited up in power armor, but it’s one of those big ones. My suit might be more advanced, but the suit of armor in front of me’s impressive. I mean, it’s so big that it makes normal power armor look small. Anyway, it doesn’t matter how many layers of armor and servos are wrapped around her, the girl staring at me looks like she’s staring into the face of the sun. Her eyes are wide as headlights and her mouth’s hanging so low that it looks like it’s about to fall off. I turn a little to look at her, my arms still crossed over my chest as I ask, “Can I help you?”
“Ah. No, sir,” she stammers. Her mouth’s flapping but there aren’t any words coming out for a second. “I just, ah, I realized we’d be launching side by side together, and I . . .”
“Yeah?”
“I just . . . I wanted to tell you what an honor it is, sir.”
I half want to smile, half want to vomit at someone calling me ‘sir.’ I decide it’s best just to smile. “You really don’t have to feel honored or anything.”
“But, sir, I’ve—”
“And cut it with the sir thing, huh?”
“Then, Dark Angel.”
I sigh, but I smile again. “Yeah, I guess that works. It’s technically my call code, right?”
“Honestly, maybe, but that’s not what we call you in the decs.”
“The decs?”
“Descent engineered combatants. Anyone who launches.”
“Oh.” I nod at the launch tube in front of me. “So, you armored troopers got your own thing you call me?”
“Yeah. It’s, uh, it’s Heavy Metal.”
It makes me snicker. “Dang. Why couldn’t they give me an awesome nickname like that when I lived back in the Tower? I kind of like it. Where’d you get that name?”
“We’ve seen film of you. And, we actually saw you, the night you got into it with that one guy. Mike. Your fighting rocked so hard it was like heavy metal.”
“Well, that fight with Mike’s not the best of memories, but okay. What did you think though? It looks like you were impressed.”
“Yeah. I mean, your armor’s tougher than what we wear, you carry more weapons on you than we can, you can take a beating like nobody else and dish it back out. That’s just . . . metal. I can only dream about being as good as you at this when I get more experience. It’d probably help if I got my hands on armor like yours.”
“I hate to let you down, but there isn’t any other armor like mine. Experience, though? You’ll get that. What’s your name?”
“Devleena Kumar, sir. The decs just call me sarge or Kali.”
I sigh as I give up on trying to get her to stop calling me ‘sir.’ “And how old are you?”
“Twenty-two.”
She’s older than me. God. Doesn’t mean she’s not young, obviously. “Are all of Yousef’s power troopers as young as you are?”
“You’d be surprised. A lot of us start serving as early as sixteen. We start training even before that. After six years in the service, I’m pretty far up the ranks. Guess they saw how much work and effort I put into training.”
“And now you’re rewarded by getting to drop into one of the most bizarre battles you could have imagined. Perfect.”
That gets a smile out of her. “I’m good at it. It’s what I like doing.”
“I don’t. It just happens that I’m good at it, too.”
“You’re joking, right? You’re great at it. More than great. We all admire you in the decs.”
That really gets my full attention, and I turn to look at her dead in the eyes. “Why? I’ve argued with your general plenty of times. I’ve threatened turning on the troops from Fort Silence if they didn’t stop with their random frisks in Central. If push comes to shove, I’m not loyal to Yousef. Why would you look up to me?”
“I know . . .” She looks like she’s struggling to find her words. “I know it’s easy to think of us like we’re all just the same. We follow orders because it keeps us alive. It keeps our families alive. I mean, Fort Silence . . . My family’s only alive because of them, otherwise they’d still be fighting off raiders in the Deadlands. That doesn’t mean I agree with everything the general does.”
“Yeah, I get that.” I look away for a second before looking back at her. “What if he ordered you to kill someone you knew was innocent? Would you follow that order?”
“What?”
“It’s just a question.”
“I don’t . . .” Kali looks conflicted, and I can actually see her tossing the question around in her mind. “He wouldn’t give that kind of order.”
“What if he did?”
“I . . . No. No, I couldn’t.”
For a long second, we’re left standing there, staring at each other. “I’ve known a lot of people that were given bad orders. I think that’s why, these days, I don’t tend to trust a lot of leadership. I’m not saying I think that he’ll actually order anything like that, but I wanted to know what you’d say.”
“I hope you know we’re not all just blind followers. I just don’t want you to hate us just because we were raised at the fort.”
“Please. I only hate Yousef, and that’s only half the time,” I joke, and I’m happy it gets a laugh out of her. “You’re alright, Kali. Just make sure you keep your moral compass on you at all times, because if I know anything, it’s that you’ll rarely be told the truth about the orders you’re given. Sometimes, you just hope the right people are in power to make the right calls.”
“I do think that the general tries to make those calls.”
“Like I said, I only hate him half the time. Guess it’s that half of the time when he’s making bad calls that I wonder if he’s the right guy for the job.” I shake my head and wave my hand in the air. “Not that any of that matters right now. Yousef, Branagh, none of it matters at this point. Once you get away from the politics and out in the field, it’s not about who made the call anymore. It’s about keeping the people around you alive. So, I’m not going to stand here and pretend that I’m all peaches with the general or even most of Fort Silence. But, we’re in this fight together, and I’ll protect as many people as I can as long as I have the strength to do it.”
“It’s comforting to hear that kind of thing from you. It means a lot to think that someone like you’d be okay with backing us. I know everyone in the DEC would have your back. You’ll be dropping in with me in the second wave, you know, right in the middle of launch. I think the higher ups are trying to make sure nobody spots you while we’re all dropping, so they put you in the middle of our group.”
“Well, I guess I feel a little bit safer now,” I joke.  That’s when I get a message in my ear, and I gesture for Kali to give me a second while I get on my comms. It’s Yousef. “General?” I ask him, referring to him by his title for what must be only the fifth time. “What’s going on?”
“Dark Angel, the Dynamis is coming under heavy fire up top.”
“Creepers?” I’ve got two fingers to my ear, like it’ll help me hear him any better, and out of the corner of my eye, I can see Kali staring at me. She looks nervous. “How close are we to the DZ?”
“Estimated time is 15 minutes inbound. You need to get those flyers off the top deck before you’re in clear range of the Panzer. There’s no way our fighters can hold off a full assault from both sides.”
“On it. I’m on the flight deck right now.”
“There should be an access hatch along the wall.”
“Right.” I shoot a look over at my new friend. “Kali.”
“Yes, sir?”
“I need to take care of some things up top. Is there a quick way out of here?”
“Yeah, sure. There’s a maintenance hatch every other support arch.” She points over to one of the mammoth arches jutting out of the ground and forming a semi-circle above the deck. “Just twist on the handle and pull up on the hatch. Then you can make your way to the outer hull.”
“Close it up behind me, will you?”
“Of course. Is something the matter, sir?”
I smile. “We always have problems. Got a Creeper problem up there right now, apparently.” The words are barely out of my mouth when the whole ship shakes, and I realize I’m wasting time chatting it up. “Let’s move.” She just nods as she pounds the ground behind us, the two of us getting into position at the hatch. Her giant metal hands lock around the heavy looking handle built into the doorway. From behind me, I can see the deck chief running toward us, but he’s a long way off. “Tell him I went to go take care of our problem.”
“Good luck out there.”
“It’s my job to tell you that when I get back,” I tell her with a wink. With that, she turns the handle and lifts up, the sliding metal doorway flinging upward. I give her one last nod as I dip into the small tunnel that leads away from the flight deck and out to the hull. It just takes a few minutes to crawl through the hatchway that cuts through the dense armor of the ship. Ahead of me, I can see the red skies of the city. In the time it takes to get to the hatchway exit, I realize just how thick the walls of the Dynamis are, and it makes me wonder how much ammunition the Panzer’s carrying that even Yousef’s afraid of it. These are all things that run through my head as I reach the end of the tunnel and leap out, the thrusters on my back igniting and sending me skyward. I’m rocketing upward, the city stretching out in front of me in a way I’ve seen dozens of times before. What I’m not prepared for, what I’ve never seen, is what waits for me once I’m above the Dynamis. I rocket onto the top of it and come dropping onto the hull, my metal feet ringing as I come to a stop. Then my eyes go wide.
“Holy crap.”
The world feels like it’s slowing down as I see what’s happening. Every gun on the Dynamis is firing, and every part of the sky feels like it’s lighting up, with what has to be . . . hundreds of rounds firing from the sides of the ship every second. There are topside guns toward the forward and rear, and I mean big ones, bigger than any of the other guns on the ship. They’re positioned in rows of quadruple assemblies that are inset into the ship’s armor. Four barrels a piece per battery, and they’re all throwing up so much firepower that I could swear it’s lighting up the ship. What’s scary though, what makes me take a breath is . . . it’s not enough.
Not enough to hold back the Creep.
The whole sky is going dark, even while I’m standing there and looking at everything happening. Flyer after flyer. Or, what they technically call Rocs. The sky’s going dark with them at the same time that waves of explosive blooms are erupting through the skies, knocking hundreds out of the air and sending their corpses plummeting into the city. There are so many that there have to be . . . tens of thousands. They’re countless, like you’re seeing a never ending mosquito swarm. Overhead, some go swooping by in formation, their four wings beating the air and carrying their long, slick bodies through the sky. As they fly overhead, one tenses its body and launches rows of hardened spines the size of my leg. I go rolling away as a dozen of them hit the ground behind me, a few bouncing off the hull but a lot of them digging deep into the metal. “What the hell,” I whisper. “What am I supposed to do against this many?”
“The Dynamis is carrying special ordnance designed to deal with the crowds,” Yousef says into my ear. “A special heavy payload meant to deal with them once they’re in closer. That’s not your target.”
“Then what is—” I don’t even have time to finish asking before my body shakes and my ears start filling up with a roar that’s louder than any I’ve heard before. My whole visor starts lighting up, warning me about incoming, just as a huge shadow passes overhead. I look up at the last second, just in time to see this massive flying Creeper. It’s the biggest I’ve ever seen, probably the length of a few tanks lined up end to end and with a wingspan that’s just huge. You could climb up on its back and it’d barely notice you’re there.  Its face has this huge, distended mandible that juts forward and a half dozen arms and legs. For a long second, it takes a drifting turning, soaking up gun fire and immediately regenerating, its muscles ripping apart and reforming before its neck angles back down at the ship. When its mouth widens, I see a green light shining from deep in its throat just seconds before balls of burning green liquid go raining through the air. They crash against the ship and detonate with explosive force, orange and red blooms of fire bursting into the air and my legs wobbling as I try to maintain my balance.
“What the hell is that thing?”
“A new category of flyer. We only recently identified any. We’re coded it as a Zilant for the moment.”
“And nobody thought to tell me about this?”
“Just tell me if you can take it out.”
The creature completes its circle, doubling back around and rushing at the ship. It plunges down, its legs bracing it as it comes to a stop and sending another shudder through the Dynamis. Then, it’s staring at me, half a dozen red, glowing eyes staring my way from either side of its face. It opens its mouth and screams again, and I have to brace myself as the force of its voice actually pushes me back. Still, once I get a second, I take a breath and relax. “Keep those flyers off my back.”
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Everyone in the room looks nervous, but there’s a visible feeling of relief when we hear Jackie’s voice come back through the comms. “Keep those flyers off my back,” she says. Her sounding confident is what we need right then. I take a look around the master control room. We never use this place. It’s really only for when both the War Council and the Advisory Council meet together, which is never. Today, every standing position is filled. Lining the edge of the room, a heavily armed security team’s in place, which I guess is in case we need to evacuate the building. They’re carrying assault rifles and strapped to the brim with body armor. It’d be a little intimidating if they weren’t on our side, although I’ve never seen that type of armor before. Looking more around the room, I spot every general from Fort Silence and Central Freedom, plus every representative from throughout the city. Tasha Bouley even bothers giving me a mocking wave as my eyes meet hers from across the table.
Everyone’s got a small slide up computer monitor in front of them at the massive, round table we’re standing around. At the center of it all, four massive screens in a square formation are displaying everything happening on the field. Right at that second, it means we’re tracking Jackie through the eye of the Baby Boy we’ve got following her.
General Yousef is tapping furiously at the computer in front of him, his eyes going back and forth between different areas of his screen while also checking up on Jackie. “Dark Angel, are you sure you have the firepower to take it down?”
“Didn’t I tell you? I got in touch with home so I could restock. Precautions.”
The general looks my way. “Home?”
“What can I say?” I tell him with a shrug. “She’s got this, ah, this home base, I think. Where she keeps all her equipment.”
His eye cocks upward. “Nobody’s ever thought to find out where this place is exactly?”
“Maybe because she doesn’t want anyone going there? It’s not like she’s ever told me where it is, either.”
Doc Watson, standing just a little further past the general, smiles. “If my assumptions are correct, then she has undoubtedly found Highpoint Waystation. Good. Good.”
The general turns to look at him. “You knew about this?”
“Of course. I’m the one who gave her the armor in the first place, after all. Did you think I wouldn’t give her some way of upgrading it when the time was right?”
The general doesn’t look happy. President Branagh looks over at him with a smile. “What’s wrong there, Yousef? Don’t like a little surprise in your life?”
“I just appreciate knowing what assets we have on the table,” he growls back. “Not that this is the time to complain.”
“You got that right,” the president says with a nod at the screen. We both watch as the Zilant swipes at Jackie, its huge forearm missing as she goes rolling underneath it. She’s barely passed beneath its claws before she rises upward, her sword going straight through the creature’s arm and sending green blood flying. The blood sizzles in the air, steam pouring off of it as it goes spattering back to the ground. I can see Jackie recoil as she realizes her armor’s burning, her rockets lifting her up and back from the monster.
“Acid blood?”
Doc Watson leans forward into his mic. “Um, yes. The creature’s regenerative abilities are quite extraordinary, and its blood is quite potent.”
“So that’s how it’s—” Her voice cuts out as she suddenly darts sideways, a huge ball of green acid rocketing out of the monster’s mouth and through the air. “Highpoint, I need high dynamic flight accelerators.”
Yousef squints. “What . . . ?” We don’t wait for it long. Blue light forms behind Jackie, like four arms stretching out from her back. All of them are black metal, just like her armor, forming an “X” behind her. At the end of each arm, blue light is shimmering from a repulsor pad. “Repulsor thrusters?”
Watson leans back and chuckles. “Well, it seems she wasn’t lying. She truly has brought everything out to show today.”
“What’re you talking about?”
“General, the suit is modular. Its capacity for upgrading and modification is unparalleled. The high dynamic flight accelerator allows Jackie to make movements in midair that would be impossible using her standard thrusters alone.”
As if to prove the doc’s point, Jackie’s whole body turns at an angle as another ball of acid flies her way. She doesn’t have to fly to the side or up and over it. Her whole body just turns sideways 180 degrees in a second, the blue repulsors pushing her out of harm’s way. I rub at my jaw when it happens. “She doesn’t have to accelerate to make quick, short moves with that module on.”
“Precisely,” the doc says, his smile still wide. “Oh, do look. Here she goes.”
Our attention goes back to the screen as Jackie goes rocketing sideways, a rifle appearing in her hands as she sweeps to the side of the Zilant, which is already starting to regrow its lost arm. As she moves, her rifle’s firing at full automatic, a whole magazine of ammo emptying in seconds. Half a second later, a new magazine materializes in her hand, and she jams it back into her rifle without a second of hesitation. She’s still strafing the monster, and we can all see it roaring as it turns, its long neck whipping through the air and firing off one glob of acid after another. One goes flying right at her, but Jackie whips back, the acid passing inches from her chin. She does a full 360-degree rotation, going head over heels before the rifle in her hand vanishes, replaced with those sticky grenades of hers that she tosses at the creature. Small explosions tear into its wings and eat into its muscle, but we all watch as the lost muscle and bone just regrow in seconds.
The president looks concerned. “I hope she’s got some more tricks up her sleeves.”
“I heard that,” she says back across the comm channel. A second later, we see her dodge backwards again, this time as streams of boney projectiles go flying past her. “Command, I told you to keep these flyers off my back!”
Yousef nods, speaking into the mic as he switches channels for a second. “Commanded Petrovic, divert your weapons fire to focus above you. Clear the air for the Dark Angel.” We get the affirmative back from the Dynamis and for a second, I just hold my breath. Yousef stands back, arms folded across his chest and looking smug. Honestly, it’s hard to imagine anything being able to clear out as many of those flyers as we can see out there, but that’s when I catch sight of a new gun extending from the top of the ship. At least, I think that’s what it is at first, but after a second, I realize it’s just a huge missile launcher of some kind. Standing there, I can only watch as it rotates, its massive barrels turning toward the cloud of flyers that are blacking out the skies by this point. The barrel’s enormous, but all it does is point straight up for a second, aiming directly into the heart of those Rocs swarming the Dynamis. I can feel my breath stick in my chest as we wait, everyone holding onto the edges of the table as a single missile finally rockets upward into the skies. I can’t tell its size or really see it at all, but when I hear Petrovic’s voice over the comms, I know something big’s about to happen: “All hands, brace for impact.”
There’s one second where the Baby Boy tracking Jackie captures a perfect view of the skies behind her. From one end of the screen to another, the air is choked with flyers. There’s so many, you might even think the day’s turning into night. And that’s when I see the streaking trail of that single missile, flying into the heart of them. It just keeps rising and rising, vanishing into the cloud of Rocs that start swirling around it, swarming and creating a vortex around it as it punctures the crowd. Then, after a long moment when it looks like nothing’s going to happen, the whole screen erupts in light for one, brilliant second. The sound of it is intense, like this deep, bassy pulse that shudders through the table. Over the comms, we can hear the sounds of warning sirens going off and people shouting, the screens in front of us flickering in and out as the Baby Boy struggles to stay active. Then the light clears, and we’re all staring at empty skies. Sure, there are scattered groups of flyers still here and there, but it’s like, with one missile, we just cleared the board of any Creepers in the air. The only thing else left in the skies are the tons of Creeper body parts falling toward the earth. Yousef sucks in a deep breath. “That will only work once. We’ve bought ourselves some time, but we don’t have another missile like that. They either take down the Panzer now or die at the hands of the next wave of flyers.” He taps into the comms channel again. “Jackie? Are you still there?”
“Holy hell, Primary. Are you trying to kill me out here?” We watch on screen as she comes back into view, back on the top of the Dynamis. “I had about five seconds to ground myself or I would’ve been knocked right out of the air.”
“What is the condition of the Zilant?”
“Pretty angry!” she screams as we see her go rocketing upward again, this time getting out of the way as the creature spins a wide circle, its tail swiping at where she’d just been standing. The Zilant’s neck immediately angles upward and fires one of those huge globs of acid, the burning steam coming off it filling the screen. There’s one instant where we almost think Jackie’s not going to get out of the way in time, but then we see her back thrusters fire off in a cape of fire. She goes swinging up and back downward before flipping onto her stomach, the repulsors around her firing off and bringing her body shuddering from a hundred miles an hour to an instant stop.
Branagh cringes. “That’s a lot of G-Forces.”
Watson nods. “That’s why only she can use the suit.”
”Dark Angel,” Yousef calls into his mic, “We’re five minutes out from Zero Point. When that happens, the Dynamis won’t be able to defend against a creature of that size while absorbing point blank fire from the Panzer.”
“Don’t worry. I brought something for this.” All of us go quiet as the air around Jackie’s hands start to turn blue. It takes a second longer than normal as this massive gun forms in her arms. She drifts slowly around the Zilant as this gigantic, six barreled minigun monstrosity materializes, one of her hands holding it from a bar that stretches across its top and her other hand lingering over the trigger. It’s so big, the thing’s got to weigh at least a hundred pounds, but she’s holding it like it’s a toy. Then we see her squeeze down on the trigger and, for a second, almost nothing happens. The barrels on the gun slowly start to turn, whirring louder and louder as the spinning picks up, but there’s a long moment between when she holds that trigger and when the minigun finally starts to fire off.
But when it does? The air fills up with the sound of countless rounds of gunfire going off. The barrels keep turning and turning, hundreds or thousands of rounds punching away at that giant Creeper. Everyone watches as the Zilant screams, rearing back up on its legs and pushing off, its huge body going skyward. The screen’s filled with green blood dripping down along the Dynamis, steam trailing through the air as the metal hull starts to burn. The creature doesn’t stop though. It arcs away from Jackie for just one second before pulling back toward her, its massive body making a direct plunge for her. It’s screaming as the minigun keeps chewing into it, and at this point, it’s impossible to tell whether it’s still healing or if Jackie’s winning the fight.
All any of us know is that it opens its jaws wide, a pulse of green energy flowing down its throat and radiating through its belly. I hold my breath as I see it line up with her, its mouth gaping open and ready to launch one of those huge acid bombs. For a second, we actually see a green glow coming from inside its throat, it’s neck convulsing as the Zilant gets ready to fire directly on her. Then, just when I think it’s about to open fire, Jackie catches my attention again. The minigun’s still firing full force, but one small Pocket Space window after another starts opening up around her, a dozen of them at least, and out of every one of them we see rockets flying. Each one of them’s about the length of a man’s arm and loaded with an armor puncturing tip. It’s like she’s firing one rocket propelled grenade after another right from out of pocket space. Suddenly, the sky’s a flurry of explosions. The whole screen lights up as blooms of orange and red fire tear into the Zilant, its wings splitting apart under the assault and its body exploding in green acid. Its neck dips away from Jackie as the last of the rockets rip into its body, one final bomb of acidic force firing from its throat and down toward the city as the whole creature detonates in green light. All of us hear an echoing bass before the force of the explosion sends Jackie flying backward, her body slamming onto the roof of the Dynamis and tumbling in spirals, legs flailing over her head before she goes rolling to a violent stop. For a second, she doesn’t move, and Yousef can only ask, “Dark Angel. Report in.”
There’s a long second after he asks when nothing happens, but we finally start to see her move, her hand planting onto the ground before she pushes herself up to a knee. “Sorry, Primary. Had the wind knocked out of me.”
“Can you continue? We’re less than two minutes out from Zero Point.”
“It doesn’t really matter whether I think I can continue or not, does it?”
Yousef frowns as he leans back, not saying anything else as we all watch Jackie get onto her feet. She’s wobbly for a second, but soon she’s running back down to the side of the ship and getting back into the Dynamis. When she’s finally back inside, Yousef just shakes his head as he looks back over at the doc. “How does she do that?”
“Do . . . what, exactly?”
“She called up guns and missiles without having to activate anything in her suit. She didn’t even use vocal commands.”
“Oh, that’s quite simple. It’s a highly advanced neural interface that connects her with Highpoint Waystation via Pocket Space. She can choose her loadouts and have them dropped in to her without the hassle of storing them in Pocket Space.”
“Then why doesn’t she always carry that kind of firepower around with her?”
Doc Watson almost looks like he thinks Yousef’s stupid. “Most likely because Highpoint is exactly what it is: a waystation. It was never meant to help supply an army, and it lacks the equipment to create more weaponry. I suspect she’s burning through most of her resources for this one battle. Albeit, it has been 500 hundred years since Highpoint was stocked, so my memory of the supply levels for her suit may be lacking.”
The general sighs as he looks back toward the screen. “It doesn’t really matter. None of it will matter after today.”
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When the door opens, I stumble back onto the flight deck. When I do, the deck chief’s burning a hole into me with his eyes. “I run this deck, Angel. Not you.”
“Sorry,” I tell him through heavy breaths. “I was just trying to save the ship is all.”
He starts to look worried as he watches me sucking wind. “You okay? We’re coming up on your DZ.”
“Yeah. Just need a second.”
“Good, because that’s about all the time you’ll get.” He nods to the launch tubes. “Take your second but it’s almost time to drop.”
“Thank you, chief,” I tell him with a salute. He returns it but still looks worried when he starts walking the opposite way. I get back to my tube just in time to see someone sliding up next to me. They’re in full armor, including a huge death’s head helmet with breathing filters and glowing eyes, and they’re lugging around a rifle as long as my full body. Behind the massive armor plating and shoulder guards, I don’t even recognize who it is until she talks. The voice sounds synthesized because it’s passing through her helmet’s speaker, but it’s clear enough.
“Good job, sir,” she says, trying to hold back excitement but obviously a little thrilled. “We watched the whole thing through our vid feeds.”
“Kali?”
“First Sergeant Kumar, technically, but Kali makes it easier to get my attention when the heat’s on.”
“Alright then.” I smile. “Guess this is the time when we get serious.”
“You look so relaxed though, sir.”
“After everything I’ve seen? I’m not relaxed. I just know there’s no point getting scared and anxious. All that happens is you shake yourself up and make it more likely you’ll mess up when things get hot.”
“I still get jumps before a drop. My stomach always feels like it’s going to fall out of me when I’m in the tubes. I love dropping, but I think that’s a little because of the jumps I get.”
“Yeah, well, it’s my first time, so I’ve got more reason to be scared than you.”
“You just got done taking down a massive Creeper by yourself. I don’t know how you could be scared of anything.”
“For the same reason I don’t get worked up. Because I’ve seen too much. At the same time, of course fighting’s scary.”
“So, you’re both scared and not scared? It’d be hard for me to work like that.”
I look over at her and instinctively wrap my metal fingers around her armor-clad arm. “It’s always scary for me. I’m scared to death about everyone that could die. But . . . I can’t let myself get worked up about it. If you do, you’ll just lose track of what’s going on and put everyone else around you at risk. That’ll just get even more people killed.”
She looks at me for a long second as she cradles her rifles in her arm. Finally, she nods, that massive helmet of hers dipping for a second. “Thank you, sir. I think I get what you’re saying. We have different ways of looking at fighting, but I think what’s important is we get the job done either way.”
“Well, stop calling me sir, okay?” I laugh as I pull away. “I’m not your commander.”
“Alright, Heavy Metal.”
That’s when we both get the message in our ear from the deck chief. “All decs in the pipe. Repeat, all decs in the pipe. We are at Zero Point and coming up on your DZ. Final message, all decs in the pipe.”
I look back up at her one last time. “Kick some ass, sergeant.”
“Only if you promise to bring down that Panzer.”
I give her a last thumbs up as I step through the door that slides open in front of me. It’s obvious when I step inside that the tube’s made for someone a lot bigger. Someone wearing a suit of armor like Kali’s. It’s at least twice my width around, and almost a dozen feet high. In a suit like Kali’s, you could easily stand inside even with your rifle in your arms. Instead, it’s just me, waiting as the door closes behind me. I end up standing there, in pitch dark, just listening as the tube starts to pressurize. All I can think about is how they said these tubes fire you out like a gun, and it’s a thought that keeps running through my head as I feel my body shaking while the tube pressurizes.
“Jackie,” I hear over my ear. “It’s Tommy. Private channel to you. You don’t have to say anything.” I don’t, but I smile. It’s nice to hear a friendly voice before getting fired into free fall from a flying warship. To say the least. “Anyway, I just wanted to let you know that I believe in you. And that I’m proud of you. I know you don’t need me to remind you of your orders but remember to give yourself a few seconds in freefall before breaking away from the decs. We want you underneath the flak field that the Panzer is maintaining. Anyway, I can only keep this channel open for a few seconds. Just . . . Go finish this, Jackie. I know you can do it.”
The channel goes clear as my ears keep filling with the sound of air being pumped into the room. The suit keeps me from feeling the pressure, but I can feel everything around me rumbling. The shaking gets more and more intense, and the whole time I’m standing there, not able to see anything. I can’t even see my feet. Maybe I don’t want to, because the shaking finally peaks in one insane moment when the floor beneath me bursts open like a lens and I get sent firing out of the tube. I’m a second from rocketing toward the earth when my earpiece fills with comms traffic.
“DEC Team One away. DEC Team Two away. DEC Team Three . . .”
“Strike One is in the air. Strike Two is launching. Strike Three . . .”
I hear it all at the same time that light is exploding into my eyes. The blackness opens up and suddenly, the city bursts into view. It’s everywhere, stretching into the horizon. We have to be miles up, but we’re shooting down so fast that the skyscrapers beneath us are getting bigger and bigger with every second. I shoot a look to my right and see who I think’s Nina, not more than a dozen feet away from me. She’s got her arms crossed around her chest, her fingers locked around that huge rifle of hers as she’s rocketing toward the ground. It’s like watching a statue hurtling downward at a hundred miles per hour. Past her, there’s one long string of DEC troopers, all clutching their weapons as they plunge toward the ground, their faces already looking groundward and legs loosening to brace for impact.
Along every city block for miles, I can see crowds of troops moving along the buildings, vehicles passing along the streets and tanks exchanging fire from blocks away. Explosions erupt along the concrete pavement as rocket vehicles detonate and armored transports go flying through the air, raider and militia forces exchanging fire. Seeing it from the sky, it’s like watching a patchwork of explosions and gunfire extending into the distance. I’m watching it until I hear the roar of engines overhead, and I realize there’s a formation of Talons streaking by. I watch them as they angle downwards, and then . . . that’s when it all becomes real. When I see it, and see what it’s capable of.
The Panzer.
It’s walking, slowly but steadily, down the middle of the wide streets that run between buildings. The taller towers of the city rise around it, but it’s easily the size of most of the structures in the area. It’s a walking building itself, with broad shoulders that are covered in armored pauldrons. Blue, neon light flows in lines down its shoulders, making their way like rivers into its armored fists. The plating across its chest is thick, and probably impossible for most bombs to blow through. As I try to see any weaknesses, I realize its torso is exposed compared to the rest of it, but even that’s pretty heavily armored. Even more overlapping layers of armor run down its legs. Even with all of that though, it looks agile, like if it needed to sprint, it could.
I’m so fascinated by the thing that, for a second, I forget the air around me’s getting lit up. I blink and realize that there are more guns and missile launchers across the thing’s shoulder than there are on the Dynamis. Reality snaps me awake when, out of the corner of my eye, one of the DEC troopers gets blown off course by an explosion, what’s left of his splintered body going flying in an uncontrolled spiral into the nearest building. Two more troopers explode apart, just gone in an instant. That forces my eyes back ahead of me, looking away from the carnage, just in time to see the world on fire. Every gun mounted across the Panzer’s collar is turning our way, filling up the air with so much gunfire that all of a sudden, I’m in a bullet hell.
“Flak guns!” I hear someone screaming in my ear. Thousands and thousands of red streaks are flying by, creating a wall of firepower aimed for us and the Dynamis behind us. My instincts click in and my thrusters kick into action. Maybe everyone else has to hit the ground, but that’s not my mission. The jets on my back fire off, sending me shooting away while the panzer guns are focused on everyone else. My gut squeezes when I think that a lot of good people are going to die before even touching the ground, but . . . I have to put it out of my mind. I angle toward the Panzer, the buildings underneath me coming closer and closer before I veer off to the side, dodging a wave of bullets that starts chasing after me. All I can manage is to angle myself behind the cover of the nearest building. For a second, I’m out of the crosshairs, but just for a second. I rocket through the rows of towers on either side of me, roaring out from behind cover and angling back at my target, this time flying at it from behind its shoulder.
I level out and get a close look at its head for the first time. It’s a huge, helmeted skull. I’ve seen something like it before, from back when I first escaped the Tower. That Panzer had gotten its head knocked clean off by something. This one’s head is still attached, but with its forward face plate down. Half its skull is detached from the top and folded forward, forming something like a deck, and on that deck? I can see the Tank, her hands folded behind her as she watches the world burning around her. Buildings are getting chewed into by guns and missiles are exploding in the air, forming an endless bloom of orange and red fire across the sky, but she doesn’t even seem to flinch. It’s cold. Then again, she’s got protection. There are rotating guns mounted along the sides of the panzer’s skull and down its neck. They’re shifting back and forth, targeting anything in the air and firing. For just a second, all the guns are focused somewhere else, and my thrusters go into overdrive as I fly straight at the target. Straight for the Tank.
And that’s when alerts start screaming in my ear while my visor’s targeting reticule focuses on a dozen barreled missile launchers turning my way. I grit my teeth and pull up hard, flying to the sky just as the launchers start firing off. I start pulling up even faster, my ears ringing with alarms as a popup in the corner of my visor shows a dozen missiles twisting toward me like snakes, every one of them dragging trails of smoke behind it. “ECM!” I scream out of force of habit, my visor suddenly lighting up blue. In my rear camera, I see several pods emptying out of Pocket Space and falling down toward the chasing rockets that are still streaking at me. The pods start to blink as they plunge toward the ground, disappearing into the distance, and for a second, I hold my breath. Then I watch as the rockets chasing me twist hard, pulling away and back toward the earth, chasing the pods.
I suck in a breath hard as I start to twist back toward the Panzer. The ECM pods are designed to do that, give off false signals and pull missiles off of me. I’ve just never had to use them to peel off so many before. It’s all processing through my head as I finally get my eyes back on the Panzer. Just in time to feel rounds from the flak guns pummel me across the chest. I go whipping backward, the world spinning for a second and my stomach burning from the force of the impact. Then, just as I’m getting leveled out, I feel it before I hear it. Heat and fire, and force, sheer force rupturing my insides and sending me spinning out of control and toward the ground as my ear fills with a thundering boom.
A missile. Everything hurts. Every muscle is screaming, and I can tell my body is rushing to heal up the damage, but I still feel like there’s a hole in my stomach, like things that should be there aren’t. Disintegrated, at least until the Creep in my system does its job. The world is flying toward me, skyscraper walls passing me by on all sides as I go turning and twisting toward the ground. My visor is flashing red, over and over, warning lights telling me about the impact that’s seconds away. Three hundred feet. Two hundred feet. But, no matter how hard I try , I still can’t pick my head up as I pass beneath one hundred feet. I brace as best I can as I hit the concrete with enough impact that I send cracks tearing through the pavement. When I hit the street, I go bouncing along the ground for what has to be half a city block.
Sirens are ringing in my ear as my visor flashes red. When I try to open my eyes, everything’s blurry. The edges of my vision are black, and it takes me a second to realize where I am. I can feel the broken bones in my arms and the fractures running through my hips patching up, but it feels like a hot knife just cutting away into me. The pain’s so overwhelming that the black at the edge of my vision starts creeping further into my eyes, and I only sort of understand that walking down the street, those huge legs of it sending tremors through the ground, is the Panzer. The sound of the air vaporizing with energy blasts fills my ears, and I start to realize there are lift tanks streaking across the road, escaping from the crossroads before rounds of gunfire start chewing their way up the pavement. My vision starts to clear just in time to see the streams of bullets all converging on me, and I suck in a deep breath as I brace for the pain. Pavement goes splintering into the air as the pounding of the bullets fills my ears, but just as I’m getting my hands up in a useless attempt to protect myself, I feel a giant arm wrap around me and lift me off the ground in one single motion. I see the spot where I’d just been sitting explode apart as the gunfire tears the street open, while this giant armored soldier carries me through the crossroads and behind the cover of a building. I almost don’t realize what’s happening until I look up and realize from her helmet that it’s Kali, her back to me and her massive rifle turned around the corner, huge hypersonic spikes firing out of its barrel. Past her, on the other side of the crosswalk, I can see where members of her team are doing the same. After a second, she turns around to me. “We need you on the board, Heavy Metal.”
I nod at her. “Yeah, I—”
I don’t get the time to finish. Above us, in the air, a massive explosion erupts from the Dynamis with enough force that we feel the shock wave on the ground. Both of our eyes go to the ship in time to see its side burning. My helmet zooms in and I get a look of a huge dent in its armor, something no normal missile should be able to do. It doesn’t take a genius to realize something’s wrong, and I quickly push past Kali, to look around the corner. When I do, I see the Panzer’s arm pointed skyward, the massive gun mounted on its arms spitting out blue arcs of energy before the barrel pumps back. Almost instantaneously, the Dynamis erupts in another explosion, this time the side burning with fire as it starts to lurch in the air.
“Dark Angel!” It’s Yousef.
I look away for a half second, my hand at my ear. “General?”
“The railgun is operational.”
“What?” A third explosion blasts into the air, and this time, when I look up, the entire side of the ship is engulfed in flame. “Holy shit.”
“At this range, the Dynamis has no chance of standing up to the Panzer. It can take one, perhaps two more shots before it either explodes or plummets into the ground. That railgun is overwhelmingly powerful.”
“It was supposed to be offline.”
“Obviously the information you downloaded was wrong.”
“A trap. Dammit.” I nod a few times as I try to think up my next move. “I’ll handle it.” My eyes go over to Kali. “Can you guys get closer to the Panzer and just unload with everything you’ve got? Just get it to look away from the Dynamis for half a second.”
“Done,” she says as she starts talking into her helmet, barking orders at other members of her team. Immediately I see them jumping out from behind cover, those massive legs of their power armor propelling them at speeds as fast as any vehicle. Gun fire starts chasing a few of them while others stay behind cover, their shoulders loaded up with massive rocket launchers that start filling up the air. The exposed legs of the Panzer erupt in blooms of fire as the rockets hit, and the Panzer stops, even if for only a second, to adjust to the new threat. Kali looks back at me and nods with her head. “You got this, sir?”
“I got this,” I tell her as I race by, the jets on my back igniting and sending me into the sky. Almost instantly, gunfire’s redirecting toward me, an entire wall of bullet hell forming in front of me as I start accelerating upward, my body arching out of the way of the gunfire and toward the Panzer’s arm. The colossal machine’s distracted as it angles toward the streets, missiles and bullets ripping the buildings into shreds as it fires on the troops below. Everything in me wishes I could make sure they’re safe, but I can’t. I know they understand this is all or nothing. So, I keep accelerating, the giant in front of me growing larger until my boots hit the Panzer’s arm running, my eyes staring down the length of it to the elbow. The monstrosity’s forearm feels like it’s at least half the length of the Dynamis just by itself, and running along the entire length of that forearm is that railgun. It’s long and rectangular, with energy circulating back and forth along the barrel. The casing’s so thick it look like it could take the largest rifle round I’ve got at point blank range and barely take a scratch. I’m thinking missiles might put a dent in it or explosives, but when I try to port in some from Pocket Space, nothing happens. “What the hell?”
John breaks in through my comms. “Dark Angel, your suit is still repairing itself from that fall you took. The Pocket Space tunneler in the suit is down.”
“I need explosives, John!” I stop complaining when I see the blue arcs of light starting to pick up the pace, racing back and forth along the barrel as the arm starts to swing back upward, to the sky. To the Dynamis. “No time. No time.”
“Kid, what are you doing?”
“Stopping this thing,” I bark back as I leap to the side of the gun, my hands gripping underneath a part of its casing and my legs bracing against the ground. The energy pulsing up and down is charging more and more, and I can feel it circulating inside of my suit, scrambling the vision in my visor and shutting down the suit system by system.
“Dark Angel, your suit is heading into an emergency shutdown. That rail gun’s producing enough energy to power a couple of buildings and your suit’s not—”
“I know!” I scream as I start lifting, my suit straining underneath me as I feel a searing pain rising from my feet into my eyeballs. The energy circulating through the rail gun’s pulsing inside of me, my body heating up as I try to stay on my feet, every muscle in my body straining as I lift. I can feel my back ripping apart and rebuilding as I strain against a weight heavier than anything else I’ve tried to lift in my life.
“That gun’s the size of a building. You can’t lift a building. Your vitals . . . You’re either going to die of electrocution or from your organs rupturing all at once.”
I don’t answer back as I scream, the metal casing in my hands groaning as I lift upward, smoke sizzling off my body as I keep pushing with my legs. John’s right. I can’t lift a building. I don’t need to though. I just need to apply enough force, in one specific spot, to break the Tank’s toys. The lenses in my helmet shut down as it overloads, and my vision turns white, leaving me blind as I struggle there. The heat I feel burning out of my body keeps getting more intense, until I start feeling my skin burning away underneath my armor, disintegrating as the temperatures in the suit reach levels that leave me cooking alive. It’s so much pain that I’m screaming as I hold onto that section of the railgun, my body searing away as my muscles rip apart, until with one final lift of my legs, the mid-section of the railgun bends upward. It all happens in one second, and it doesn’t bend by much, but when it does, the entire length of the Panzer’s arm erupts in one massive explosion.
The force of it sends me rocketing away from the Panzer, and for the second time in just a few minutes, I find myself out of control, catapulting through the sky with no control. I punch into the side of a building and go flopping off, my body careening back toward the ground and with all my systems offline. I can see the ground zooming at  me, and all I can think is, there’s no way I stay conscious if I take two falls from this distance. “Thrusters,” I say with my teeth clenched together. “John!”
“They’re up in five seconds.”
My eyes go wide at the number as I question whether I even have five seconds, the pavement underneath me coming at me faster and faster. I start counting down in my head as the earth’s flying at me, angling my body upward so I’m ready the second my jetpack’s online. And that’s when I hear John say, “Go, go, go!” The second he does, the rockets in my back ignite to life, and I go from falling groundward at terminal speed to rushing upward at hundreds of miles per hour. It’s the sort of change in direction and speed that would kill any other person. Doesn’t mean I don’t feel it, that pressure in my eyeballs and the veins in my body bursting under the pressure. The pains is deliriously overwhelming, like it’s the only thing that exists in all the world, surrounding me and soaking into every part of my existence. But above me, far above me, there’s a steel giant, and I still have a mission. I still have people to save. And that thought? That’s all I need to skyrocket upward even as my body is still desperately trying to heal itself. Still, no matter how determined I am, I see more guns and rocket launchers turning my way and I wonder, for the first time, if I really can make it through all this firepower and to the Tank.
The guns are locking onto me, and I’m about to start evasive maneuvers, when my vision fills up with explosions that erupt across the body of the Panzer. I let out a gasp as I see the guns along its body shuddering, explosions just blooming across its collar and chest. Some of the guns stop, at least for a few seconds, and I get enough daytime to roar back up above the skyline. The second I’m in the air again, I hear a voice across my comms.
“Dark Angel, this is Strike Three, Reddington.” All I can think in that second is thank the Builders that Yousef brought Talons for the fight. “We’re inbound from your ten. Fall in and we’ll clear the way in for you.” The message finishes and my eyes flick to my left. My targeting reticule spots out the whole squadron inbound, and I realize what they’re about to do.
“Strike Three, this is Dark Angel, there’s no way you guys make it out coming in at point blank range across the top.”
“We knew what we signed up for. Air’s too jammed up to get you in clean. This is the only way. Acknowledge.”
I’m rocketing their way and watching as their Talons get closer and closer. I don’t have time to debate it. “Shit. Alright. I’ll come in behind you. Just don’t put yourself right on the doorstep. Give yourself a fighting chance.”
“Understood.”
The channel goes quiet, leaving me flying straight at the incoming squadron. Must be close to 20 of them at different altitudes. I pull up and angle myself above them before the repulsors on my back flip me around. The Talons go roaring by so fast, they’re already putting distance between me and them by the time my thrusters kick in. I’m rocketing to catch up and find myself trailing behind them, their engines glowing with blue fire as we all start to angle toward the Panzer. “I’m in position!”
“Strike Three, starting attack run.” It’s the last thing I hear from him before comms codes start going out from literally every person in the squadron, and I watch as the air starts to fill up with missiles. Underneath the Talons, streaks of smoke start to fill the air as explosives go firing toward the Panzer. The flak field eats up most of it, creating a wave of blossoming red and orange explosions ahead of us, the heat and fire blinding me for just a second as we pass through it. One fighter ahead of us tears apart as the Panzer’s guns cut across it, metal and fire detonating into the skies, and I can’t help but think that they’d never be following this formation if it wasn’t for me. That’s when another of the fighters goes erupting into flame, pieces of its wing ripping away before it erupts with enough force to throw me off course.
My repulsors send me into a roll, tumbling sideways and out of the way of the debris even as I’m rocketing forward. It’s only been seconds but, at this speed, we’re already coming down on the target. The waves of missiles spilling forward and toward the Panzer’s deck are erupting into another wall of flame, smoke and fire, creating cover even as another Talon’s wings are stripped from it, the fighter streaking toward the ground. I wish I could tell if they survived, but my eyes are locked on the woman that’s seconds away from us. She’s holding a hand out toward the squadron, and my eyes zoom in on her palm. It takes a second to tell what’s happening, but I realize her hand’s starting to burn with golden light. “Does she have an Advanced Reaction system?” I whisper as we’re closing in on her, my eyes watching as the glowing energy in her hand starts to reach the peak of its intensity. “Strike Three, break off. I’ve got this!”
The squadron tears away from me to the left and right, guns still tracking them and the air still crisscrossed with rounds. The second the Talons are turning away, the Tank’s palm erupts in a solid beam of energy that cuts through the air, the brightness of it overwhelming my helmet’s sensors as I roll away from it at the last second. I watch the beam turn and chase one of the fighters before slicing right through its wing and detonating it into a ball of flames. Then my eyes are back on the target. My heart pumps and my fists clench as I see, for one second, every gun and missile launcher turned away from me, all of them chasing my squadron. And my thrusters erupt.
“This is it!” I scream as I blast through the sky, every gun turning to chase me when I burst through the cover of the smoke wall, their barrels tracking my trajectory and bullets filling up the sky behind me. It’s too late. I’m through. The Tank, oblivious to me until that last instant, barely has the time to turn and see me as I’m coming down on the deck. “This is the end!”
That beam in her palm starts to charge again, gathering energy to fire at me before I’m on her. She doesn’t make it. I hit the deck with the speed of a Talon, my feet slamming the ground with enough force that I send the floor shaking. When I do, my black metal fist comes crossing along the Tank’s jaw. At that speed, at that angle, there isn’t any chance for her to retaliate or defend herself. The second I connect, I feel the bone in her jaw crack apart as she goes flying backward and tumbling in circles along the ground, every massive inch of her crumbling onto the floor. Then I’m standing there, staring at her as she’s struggling to pick herself up off the ground, my vision turning red as I’m looking down on her.
“This stops now.”
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There’s an audible gasp in the room as we watch Jackie connect with the Tank. Some of the Advisory Council looks away as blood pours across the deck, spilling from the Tank’s mouth in a stream. One of Yousef’s men announces, “The Angel is on the deck. Repeat, the Dark Angel is on the deck.” As if we needed to be told. She’s standing there, seven feet of black armor, her fists clenched and her eyes dripping red energy trails through the air.
President Branagh looks over at me. “Told you she’d make it.”
That gets Yousef’s attention. “Indeed. But the battle isn’t won quite yet. I didn’t expect the Tank to be so . . . heavily armed.”
I nod. “You’re right. That cannon. Where the hell did she get that thing? How the hell did a bunch of raiders get access to this kind of tech? That’s a version of your arm she’s equipped with.” Yousef doesn’t answer. He doesn’t even look at me. I shake my head as I look back at the screen, watching the Tank as she pulls herself off the ground. “How is she even standing after a hit like that?”
Doc Watson doesn’t look at me when he responds. His eyes are locked onto the screen like a starving man finding food. “Because,” he says. “She has a heightened resistance factor to physical blows.”
“Heightened resistance factor? Do you mean she’s stronger? Like, maybe because of the Creep?”
He shakes his head. “No. Well, perhaps. I cannot rule out a Creep transfusion entirely. However, the Tank may be using some version of old Apeiron technology designed to blunt traumatic impact by redirecting kinetic force into a Pocket Space field. Apeiron didn’t only experiment with organic enhancements to the human condition. It also did extensive work in the fields of robotic implants and microcellular technologies. Of course, there may also be nanite technology operating as a restorative healing factor as well. Look,” he points out, “At her jaw.”
I follow his eyes back to the screen and watch as the huge gash across the Tank’s jawline starts to close, right in front of my eyes. For anyone normal, that sort of thing would take weeks. “Can Jackie put her down?”
That actually gets a smile out of him. “There is a reason Apeiron settled on using the Creep for its enhancements rather than nanites.”
I don’t say anything else. I realize Yousef is looking away, his hand on his earpiece. He’s mumbling into his private comms, but even from here, I can make out him saying, “Angel is on the deck. Is our blue asset in place?” It’s a term I’ve never heard before, but I don’t have time to pay attention. My eyes are dragged back to the screens when I see the Tank starting to charge at Jackie.




Jackie’s Recording 24
I spot the other girl, the ‘sister,’ as I’m standing there. She’s seated toward the back of the deck, in the shadows, her body crumpled over in her wheelchair and her head barely lifted up. “Primary, I’ve got a bystander on the deck. Going to settle this and bring her home.”
“You get ‘em, Dark Angel,” I hear the president call back. I’d smile if the situation weren’t more serious. The woman directly in front of me, the Tank, is staring me down. Her jaw’s already repaired herself. I’m sensing Creep in the area, maybe even a little in her, but not at levels that should be helping her heal up. That just leaves me wondering if she’s got some good tech in her bloodstream.
“You’re the Dark Angel,” she finally mouths as I see her jawbone snap back into place. “Pretty dramatic.”
“Ironic, considering that you’re the one marching through the city in a three-hundred-foot-tall robot.”
“Witty girl, too,” she says with this big, stretched out grin. “You must be a smart one.”
“Parents kind of raised me to be.”
“Yet you’re working for murderers.”
“Again, says the woman marching through a city in a giant robot that’s packing more weapons than a military base.”
“And I guess you just have that flying ship out there for a joyride?”
I shake my head. “It’s to protect against people like you. People who’d hurt the innocent.”
“Innocent? Your people?” She looks away for a second, still smiling. “I’m not as smart as you, girlie. I can barely keep things running sometimes. But I know a little about the past. You ever heard of Just War theory?”
“Yeah. Surprise, I read.”
“Then you know that sometimes you need to make war to save lives. Innocent lives. That’s why we’re here, you and me.”
“You’re going to have to explain that one.”
“You’re a dog of war. I am too, but I didn’t start this fight. I will end it, though. If that means taking out Central Freedom and Fort Silence, then that’s what it’s going to be.”
“I’m not going to let that happen.”
“And I’m not going to let you stop me. So, what happens when an unstoppable force meets an immovable object?”
I don’t have time to say anything before that cannon in her palm erupts to life. A beam of burning golden light cuts through the air, and I go diving away as it burns up the sky behind me. I’m barely coming off the ground when I feel my stomach collapse inward, the Tank’s knee driving into me with enough force that it sends a shockwave right through my armor and rumbling through my body. My guts already feel like they’re being held together with thread, and I go stumbling backward, clutching at my waist as I suck wind. “How?”
“I know what you are,” she says as she comes toward me. Her fist flies downward at the top of my skull, and I barely turn away so that it swipes through the air. I can’t dodge the second one though, and it crashes into my chin, sending me flying backward and sliding along the ground. “Every day since you came to Central. Killing my men and women.” She braces, her legs propelling her at me and her body flying into the air. I roll to the side as she comes crashing down, her knee hitting the space where my face was just a second before. Her eyes shoot over at me, her mouth locked tightly together. “You think I don’t think about them every night? Everyone you killed? You don’t think I didn’t see you blow them out of the air with your suit?”
“I didn’t—” I’m gasping. I don’t even know how much of my lungs are intact. “I saved everyone that I could.”
“Saved them? Saved them?!”
“Yes.” I pushed myself off the ground and back onto my feet. “As many as I could. They’re . . . they’re somewhere I keep everyone I capture. They’re fed. They’re safe.”
“And I should believe you when you work with a country of murderers?” She flies at me and takes a swing. I duck underneath the first and the second, letting my instincts take over, even if it feels like my insides are ripping apart every time I twist or turn. I dodge one, two, three punches, and then the fourth sends me flying backward. She’s fast. She’s almost as fast as Yousef, but . . . something’s off. It’s like the tech she’s using just isn’t quite as good or something. “You think you’re the only one out here who’s strong?” The Tank holds up her clenched fist, and I see her hand trembling as she cocks her arm back. “There’s an arms race going on to see who’s going to survive and, up until we got this Panzer running? We were losing. Not anymore. We’re not going to let you chase us like dogs anymore.”
I shake my head at her. “Lady, I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about.”
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The president looks over at me with a confused look on his face. “What the hell is she talking about?”
“Uh, I don’t know, sir.” I look over at Martin across the table, but he just shrugs. “Maybe they just hold grudges, or . . .”
“We tried to make a damned peace accord with them!” he almost shouts. “And she wants to call us the murderers?”
That’s when we hear the Tank start talking again. “We give it a shot. Give you a chance. So no more of my men or women will die, we say. Sure. Let’s try peace. What do we get for it? You double cross us. Not with a knife to the back. With guns and tanks. You kill . . . you didn’t even bother trying to take out our troops. You went for civilians. Women and children. That? That’s a terrorist.”
Branagh looks around the room, his eyes moving from one general to another on the War Council. “Ladies and gentlemen, can anybody shed some light on what she’s talking about?”
General McCullum looks over from his position at the table. “Branagh, you and I both know I don’t like you. But to be clear, if there’d been any military movement, you’d know about it. Don’t you think? There aren’t a lot of ways off of this island, and for better or worse, the militia likes you. Something would’ve made its way up to you somehow. Someone would have said something.”
Martin nods. “Yes, sir. I have to agree with the general. I can also give you my personal assurance that after we tried to broker the peace, there were no attempts to break it. Not on our side.”
“Then what is she talking about?” He stops for a second before looking over at Yousef. “General. Did you know anything about this?”
Yousef breaks his attention away from the screen in front of him to look at the president. “Just how long have we been working together now, Mr. President? Am I always going to live in my father’s shadow? How many amends do I have to make, how much effort to change must I make, before you give me the benefit of the doubt?”
“Just tell me, Yousef. Look me in the eyes and tell me you had nothing to do with whatever she’s talking about.”
He takes a deep breath and looks over at the president. The two just stare at each other for a long time before Yousef sighs. “Fort Silence conducts many military operations into the Deadlands. Perhaps one of those is what she’s referring to.”
President Branagh stares at him for a long second before looking back down at his screen. “Damn it, Yousef. I can’t tell you how much I’m looking forward to you stepping down as general. But, mark my words, we’re going to find out what happened. I want to know if you provoked them somehow.”
“They’re raiders. They’re barely civilized. What if this Tank woman is just trying to find any reason she can to justify attacking us?”
“I pray that’s the case, Yousef.” He looks over at Martin. “Could you please go check our records and see if there’s anything we have in our operational logs about this?”
“I’m on it, sir,” he says before leaving the room. That just leaves the rest of us, watching and waiting as Jackie keeps up the fight against the Tank.
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I feel the Tank lifting me up above her head before I go flying across the deck. She’s on me in a second, her huge fingers locking around my neck as her fist clocks me hard in the face. “I had to become this. Do you understand? Because of people like you. War mongers. You take everything good in the Deadlands and horde it. You use the Creep like a weapon against your own people.” She punches me again, this time hard enough that I feel like I’m seeing stars. “And you? How could you? You call yourself the Dark Angel? Is that really what you want to be? One of them?”
In the middle of my blurry vision, her words catch my attention and suddenly, it’s like the whole world becomes clear. “One of them?”
“The Angels! The ones who’ve been stripping our homes of technology,” she screams.
“You know about . . . Angels?”
And that’s when I could swear that I hear a voice I haven’t head in months “Interesting. She knows about Angels, too?”
“Stranger?” I whisper.
The Tank looks at me like I’m crazy. “What? What stranger?”
I feel a rush of strength run back through me as I lock my hands around her wrist, tuck my legs into my body, and kick out with only the kind of force someone like me can deliver. It doesn’t wind her, but it does send her stumbling backward, giving me just a few seconds to leap forward off my back and onto my feet. “I’m sorry,” I tell her as I look at her. “I’m sorry you had to change your body. I didn’t choose to change mine. I didn’t choose to be this. But I’m not going to stand around here, wasting time, if the Angels are out here.”
Her eyes narrow. “Wasting time? Wasting time hurting my people?”
“For the last time, I didn’t hurt your people.”
She screams again, her arms stretching out toward me and compartments sliding away from her forearms. The targeting reticule in my visor tells me what I already know. Mini-rockets. Suddenly, the air’s full of them. It doesn’t matter. My sword materializes into my hand just as they’re on me, slicing circles through the air and blanketing the room in a cloud of explosions that mask the world in smoke and flames. I don’t back off this time. I fly forward, and the next thing I see is the Tank’s shocked face as my shoulder goes right into her chest, sending her flying backward along the deck. She’s groaning as she’s picking herself up off the floor, but I don’t let her have enough time to recover. I fly into her, my knee clocking her chin and sending her reeling up and back. Before she can balance out, I twist and, with every enhanced muscle of my body, turn with a punch that hits her square across the side of her face. I can see the muscle and skin rippling from the impact in the second before she goes rolling sideways. Her jaw goes slack as she goes unconscious. Then, I’m left standing there, sucking in a huge breath of air as I give my body a second to recover.
That’s when I take a look back to see the other girl. The sister. She’s still sitting there. Through the entire fight, she hasn’t moved. It’s just then when I realize that she’s hooked to something. “Command. The Tank’s down. I’ve got the sister here, and she’s hooked up to some kind of helmet.” I get closer to her. She doesn’t even respond to me. It’s like she’s completely oblivious to the world. I take a knee in front of her, my hands running along the helmet. It’s thin, just covering the back and top of her head, but the wires run back into the computer. “Any idea what I’m looking at?”
The voice of Doctor Watson comes back across the comms. “It appears to be some sort of neurological interface, although what purpose it serves, I could not say. Though, given the sheer size of the Panzer and the multiple functions it is currently operating, it may control the entire behemoth.”
“What should I do about it?”
“Well, if you want to stop the assault, then I would suggest taking it off.”
“Taking it off?” I frown. “That’s it?”
“What else would you do with a helmet?”
I shake my head and mumble, “Thanks, I guess.” Then I’m left kneeling there, staring at a woman who won’t even look me in the eyes. Her short hair is still long enough that it covers the front of her face, and her cheeks look thin. She’s tan and healthy, just not saying anything. “Alright. Look, I’m going to get you out of here. Just stay calm, okay?”
When she still doesn’t say anything, I put my hands around the helmet. It doesn’t feel like it’s connected to her in any kind of special way, so I just gently tug at it. It comes off, just like any normal helmet would, and I let it fall to the ground behind her. “Hey. You with me? I need your help. I need to know if you know how to stop this thing.”
“Jackie.” It’s the professor. “The Panzer has come to a standing position.”
“What?”
“When you removed the helmet, the Panzer stopped moving. It was indeed a neurological interface.”
That’s when I realize the girl’s hand is on my cheek. It feels weak, but it also feels like she’s pulling me in. She’s leaning forward a little, like she wants to tell me something, so I lean in close to her. Her left hand is caressing my cheek and her lips are brushing my ear. I actually feel my breath stop as I think back to that night when I saw her and the Tank. Then she whispers, “I need to tell you something.”
I nod, even as I’m kneeling there with my head in her hand. “Yes?”
There’s a long pause as she presses her face against mine and says,
“I’m the Tank.”
I don’t get to say anything else before I feel something slice clean through my stomach. I can feel my sword fall from my hand, my breath stopping as my blood feels like it comes to a stop. Half a second later, my vision goes black, and when I can finally see again, I’m being held in the air. My body’s hanging above the ground, and when I look down at my stomach, I can see a long, insect like arm that’s cut clear through my stomach and out of my back. She’s Creep infested. My eyes follow the arm, down to the girl standing there, that long arm connecting into her spine. The wheelchair’s been tossed to the ground, and that whole act, all the weakness, is gone. I suck wind as I wrap my hands around the long claw that’s holding me in midair, but I can barely find the strength to move. The arm raises me higher, and the girl, the real Tank, looks me straight in the eyes.
“My name is Ishara Suliman. You may know my brother. Yousef.”
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Everyone’s eyes turn to the general. President Branagh looks like he’s about to lose his mind as he screams, “What the hell is going on here, Yousef?”
The general blinks, his eyes going from the screen to the president. “Branagh, I can assure you, I . . .”His gloved fist clenches before he squeezes at his temples. His other hand braces against the table as he exhales. “My sister died. I promise you. She died.”
Branagh hesitates and his voice get a little lighter. “Yousef, I . . . Look, not to sound like a broken record, but you honestly didn’t know about this?”
The general’s face shoots his direction. “I’m telling you the complete truth. My sister died in the Creep. I saw her die there. Do you understand?” He practically looks like he’s about to go crazy, too. “No, Branagh. No. No. My sister is gone . . .” He starts to suck wind, like he’s about to hyperventilate. “My mother . . . my sister . . . both of them . . . both were lost to the Creep.” His face starts to go pale, and Branagh extends a hand out to him.
“Whoa there. Yousef. Okay. Alright. We’ll . . . we’ll settle this all out when this is over. Alright?”
The general shakes his head, barely able to talk, before he looks back down at the screen. “We have to . . . All we can do now is . . .”
“I know. All we can do now is hope Jackie figures this one out.” He looks at me. “Has she ever taken an injury like that?”
I suck hard at the air and breath out. “Plenty. Just . . . She’s not invincible. And the Tank . . . Yousef’s sister . . . if she’s infected too . . .”
From out of nowhere, Doc Watson’s voice rings out. “Then it will mean that she has quite the regenerative ability herself. Just like our Dark Angel.”
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She stares at me, her eyes cutting into mine. “You were his new pet. His new dog of war. Didn’t he tell you?” I don’t say anything. I’m too busy focusing on the fact that I’ve got a man-sized claw right through my stomach. “Does he do the same with you as he did with me? Whisper all the ways he wish he could improve as a man. Tell you all the ways he wishes he could be better. And all the while, the world you know and love becomes a little dimmer, day by day.”
I grit my teeth. “I’m giving you one last chance to surrender.”
“Surrender?” Her smile wraps from ear to ear. “Oh, you are a silly one. Is this why my brother likes to play with you? Sending you into all of my secret places to check up on me. Have you heard him cry about his dead father? Or does he just skip that one now? Are the stories now about me? Has he replaced tearful stories about his father with tearful stories about his sister? How familiar. You know, he was a brilliant actor when he was young. Does he put on that mournful tone and quote Shakespeare still?”
“Like I said . . . Last chance.”
“You think you’re the first person to put on a suit of armor or shoot themselves full of Creep? You don’t think there’s a whole city out there with people trying to be just like you? People who want to win this arms race and recapture all the technology from the Old World? To master the Creep?” Her smile fades. “So, you’re just like the rest of them, are you? A Creep junky. Trying to change her genes. To use the Creep to evolve, to become more powerful, not even knowing that you’re killing yourself. You’re just like the rest. You just happened to go a little longer without turning into a monster.”
“You really need to learn a little more about me,” I grunt as my hands wrap around where the razor sharp blade ends and connects into that long, insectoid arm of hers. “Because there’s nobody else like me.” She’s about to say something else when my hands twist with enough force that my fingers crush right through the arm, blood covering my hands as my fingers sink into the muscle, flesh and bone breaking between my clawed gauntlets as I break the arm in two. I can hear her screaming as I fall to the ground, my hands bracing against the fall as she goes stumbling back.
“How?” She’s asking. “How did you . . .”
I’m already back on my feet, that long blade of hers still pinned right through my stomach. “Because . . . I didn’t inject myself. I’m no junkie.” I grab at the end of the broken claw. “You think I ever wanted to become this?”
“What are you doing?”
“I am what I am, because I have to be. Because people need me to be. To protect them from the real monsters out there. That’s why . . .” My fingers lock around the claw and start to pull. I can feel it budge, the length of it starting to slide out as my muscles strain to rip it out of my body. Seconds pass as I stand there, screaming, my hands slowly pulling the claw from out of my stomach until it finally rips loose. I don’t look down. I don’t want to see, even if I can feel the blood pouring down the front of my armor. I just keep staring her dead in the eyes, looking as she sees exactly what this is like. What it’s like to be me. I drop the claw to the ground and stand there shaking as she watches. I still refuse to look down, because I already know what’s happening. My stomach is closing up and repairing itself, the armor’s nanotech resealing the gap in the plating. Every second of it hurts like fresh hell. “When was the last time you had to recover from something like this? Or is the best plan you can come up with is a sneak attack on someone who thought they were trying to help you?”
“I . . . I didn’t . . .”
“You didn’t what?” My body’s still shaking as I scream at her. “What didn’t you do?”
Her eyes finally connect with mine again. “I didn’t know. Creep junkies . . . can’t do that.”
“And you know this how, exactly?”
She straightens out, hesitating as she watches my stomach closing. “I told you. There’s an arms race. Everyone is fighting for the future. For everything Apeiron left behind. But to answer your question . . . Yes, I have recovered from something like that. Worse than that. Because, you see . . . I’ve died and come back. Can you say the same?”
I just smile. “Yeah. Actually, I can.”
She scowls at me for a long second before tendrils erupt from her back, a half dozen of them growing instantaneously and rushing at me. Each one’s clawed at the end with blades like extra-long machetes. I’m exhausted beyond being exhausted from being blown up and beaten, but . . . it doesn’t seem to matter. I react before they can get me. The first goes at my legs, and I raise my knee as it takes a swipe at my feet. The second comes at my face and so I lean back, still on one leg, my body arching backward as the blade goes past my chin. My arms come behind me and I do a back somersault, my body spinning and twisting, dodging tendrils that are lashing out at me before I land back on my feet. The rockets on my back roar to life and send me rushing at her, my body contorting sideways as the last two tendrils race at me. Then I’m there, right in front of her, my shoulder burying into her stomach as my arm wraps around her, the thrusters on my back sending us crashing into back wall.
I can feel the breath empty out of her when she slams into that wall, but she manages to lift her arms. She gets them around my face, and I feel the superhuman pressure that only someone infected by the Creep can apply. The warning lights in my visor are roaring across my screen as I feel her hands bending the metal frame of my helmet and pressing it into my skull. Before she can do any more damage, I throw my hands outward, breaking her grip around my skull before I rear back and drive my fist into her face. She eats it like it’s nothing before driving her own fist into my stomach. It’s a cheap shot in my condition, but effective. I go doubling over before I feel her clubbed hands come down across the back of my neck.
It's when the world around me changes in a way that’s familiar, in a way I first felt back in the Tower, that I feel that old fear, that sense of dread. Talk about the Creep as much as I want to, about how much I’m used to it, but seeing someone like Ishara suddenly make the room come alive with it makes me flashback to my fight with Judge. It’s like the room just suddenly starts dripping with muscle and tissue as she launches at me, her jaw distending into this hanging, vicious maw. I’ve seen it before, on Sally. I’ve seen it in the film of me killing raiders at Highpoint. And I clutch up when I see it again, so much so that she slams right into me, her clawed hands digging into my shoulders and slicing right through my armor and into my bones.
She sends me tumbling back, and for a second I’m screaming there as she leaps on top of me, her feet planted on my stomach and her claws swiping at my armor, tearing into it before her jaws come down and latch onto my collar. I scream again when her teeth bury into me, my body ripping apart underneath the pressure of her jaws. I feel it when she rips back, tearing the muscle from my shoulder and sending pieces of my armor scattering across the ground, the Creep struggling to repair the wounds at the rate she’s digging into me. It’s like, all at once, all the fighting from the last half hour catches up to me, and I feel myself struggling to breathe.
For a second, I’m staring up at the ceiling, my vision getting blurry but with the sight of Ishara still clawing into my chest. I can feel pieces of me being ripped away, and for a second, I think I’m going to pass out. Then I blink, and when I do, it’s like all the pain is gone. Ishara’s teeth are locked into me again, but it’s like I’m there and not there at the same time. Someone else is in the room, though. Over her shoulder, his face staring down at me from underneath his hood, I see that decaying face of Judge as he’s watching us struggle on the ground. His eyes are glowing orange as he looks at Ishara, then at me, his skeletal jaw shifting as he asks me just one question.
“Are you really going to let this pretender get the best of you when I could not?”
And then, when I blink, he’s gone, but just the memory of him makes my blood start pumping. My adrenaline is surging so hard that when I bring my fist down, I feel the base of Ishara’s skull crack. She’ll be fine when the Creep heals her, but in that moment, I’m back onto a knee. I’m on the ground for barely a second longer before she leaps at me again, her fist flying across my cheek with so much power that it breaks right through the metal. My head’s only turned away for half a second before I rotate onto my feet and back toward her, my closed hand driving right into the bottom of her chin and hitting with enough force to send her backward and nearly into the air. The second I have my opening, I’m rushing her, my fists driving into her stomach one after the other. I get off a dozen clean hits before she takes a swing, her punch swiping at air as I duck beneath it. Then, one jab to the nose, a cross along her face, and a hook to her stomach. I take the wind right out of her again and she goes leaning forward. When she does, I wrap my hands behind her head and drive her down, my knee smashing into her nose. I can’t help but squint at the thought of taking a hit like that but . . . you can’t use kid gloves on people like her.
Judge taught me that.
She reels back, her body staggering until she bounces off the wall, her feral form fading out as she reverts back into a human. With her legs going out, she gives one last lifeless punch that sails past me. I don’t hit her again. I just let her fall to the ground. She hits with the impact of a corpse, and she’s only barely able to turn onto her back to face me. For a second, she stares up at me, her hands squeezing at her forehead. I look back but, before I can say or do anything, I scream. My body tenses up and my hands go clutching at my stomach. The pain is so intense, so raw, that I almost fall myself. I drop to a knee and barely keep myself from collapsing completely, my hand bracing along the wall just to keep me upright.
Then it’s just the two of us, there on the ground, both in the sort of pain that you can only understand if you’ve been hit with superhuman force or blown out of the air by missiles. It’s not exactly a long list of people who know what that feels like.
“Why did you side with him?” I hear her ask me through the pain and fading vision. “Why would you join that monster?”
“He’s not . . .” I shake my head, the light fading from my eyes as I look back at her. “He missed you, Ishara. He talks about you all the time.”
She shakes her head, her fingers rubbing at her eyes. She’s crying. “It’s the same way he used to talk about our father. About how he wanted to become a better man and honor him.”
“He thought you were dead.”
“He did. Until he realized I wasn’t. That’s why you’re here. You’re his dog of war. The Dark Angel. You’re here to kill me. To get rid of his loose ends.”
“What? No, that’s . . . I don’t kill if I can help it. Yousef couldn’t order me to kill you if he wanted to. I’d never say yes. I don’t kill unless I absolutely have to.”
She looks up at the ceiling, past me, before her hand goes to her pocket. “I thought I was smart enough to catch him in his own trap. I was wrong. Here,” she says as she presses something into my hand. It’s a data chip. “I’ve been carrying this for weeks now. Just in case. For this day.”
“For what day?”
“You really can’t feel it?”
“Ishara . . . Feel what?”
She props herself up and leans forward. She barely looks like she can catch her breath. “The sickness. Something’s wrong. Something . . . something is happening.”
“What’s wrong?” Suddenly I’m pushing up to her. “Are you hurt? Did I hit you too hard? Shouldn’t . . . doesn’t the Creep heal you, too?”
“It does. It always has. But something . . .” Her hand goes to her mouth and she coughs. When she pulls her hand away, there’s blood in her palm. “Quickly. There’s not much time. After I’m gone, you must read the information on the chip.”
“After you’re gone? Ishara, talk to me. What’s happening?”
“My brother . . .” She shakes her head, and I can see beads of sweat starting to roll their way down the side of her face. “Why do you think I’ve hidden my identity for this long? Why do you think I’ve been hiding with the raiders? If my brother and I . . . If he loved me, truly, don’t you think I would have returned to him?”
“Then why didn’t you?”
“Because I didn’t accidentally die on patrol that day. I wasn’t accidentally killed by the Creep.” She looks me directly in the eyes. “He killed me. By his own order.”
“What?”
“I’m only here because my bond with the Creep was stronger than he thought. It gave me new life. But now . . .” Her breathing’s getting heavier. “He’s finally finished what he started.”
“Ishara, I’ll . . . Whatever’s wrong, I’ll help you. I’m not an assassin. If I could have stopped all this without anyone having to fight, I would have. You’ve got to believe me. So, tell me, how can I help you?” She’s starting to shake, and I wrap my hand behind her back as she leans into me. Then I’m holding her as her trembling starts to get intense. “I swear, I didn’t know. I didn’t know! Tell me what to do, Ishara!”
“Don’t . . .” Her hand wraps around my neck and holds tight as she looks up at me. “I love them. My people. The Sha’b. Don’t let him get away with this. Don’t let him kill my people.”
“I promise. I promise. Just, let’s help you right now. Let’s get you somewhere and . . .”
“Please,” she whispers. “Let me see you. Let me die seeing someone and not . . . not some metal façade.”
I don’t think twice about it. My hand goes to my neck and my helmet evaporates into blue light, leaving me kneeling there with Ishara in my arms. “My name is Jackie. Jackie Coleman. I’m a survivor from one of the Towers.”
She smiles at me. “Amazing. Nobody else has ever . . .” There’s a second when she swallows hard. “And so young. Younger than me. Maybe you weren’t lying after all. Maybe it was just you . . . being young.”
“I wasn’t lying. I swear. I will get to the bottom of this. I will make sure nobody else has to die if they don’t have to.” I can feel my cheeks flushing as I look at her. “I will make sure your people live.”
But she doesn’t say anything else. I feel her fingers slip away from my neck as her hand falls to the ground, her body going limp in my arms. My heart is pounding in my chest as I hold her there for a few moments, my voice growling in the back of my throat as I try to wrap my head around what’s going on. I set Ishara aside as I push back onto my feet, my legs dragging me to the edge of the deck while I’m trying to clear my head. Outside, I can see swarms of Creepers in the air, the sides of the Dynamis still glowing with gunfire and the smoke pouring out of its side. Talons and Rocs are chasing each other across the skies, while below, I can see the horror of the Creep.
I can see the towers buckling as tendrils explode through them. I can see hundreds . . . no, thousands of Stilts falling out of windows in the surrounding buildings, throwing themselves to the ground in a living tidal wave, attacking the raiders and militia with the raw force of an undead living hell. A roaring to my left catches my attention, and I watch as the streets crack open, hundreds of small doglike Creepers, the Bulgas, pouring out from underground and swarming toward the living. Behind them, those vicious behemoths, the Basilisks, explode from out of the surrounding walls, their clawed limbs ripping into tanks and tearing people apart.
Then I look back at the body of Ishara and scream into my mic, “What the hell is happening, Yousef? What the hell did you do?” There’s no voice back. Nobody from Primary even bothers to respond. That’s when I feel it, the sickening feeling in my stomach and a pump of my heart that’s so strong, it feels like my chest is going to explode outward. My arms wrap around my abdomen as I feel a wave of pain streaming through me, my breath getting shorter as I struggle to even stand. The whole world starts to get dim, the edges of my vision going black. Every alert in my visor is flaring off, telling me something’s really, really wrong.
My vitals are dropping. My heart’s slowing. It’s all in front of me, in the visor, every warning sign possible telling me that I’m dying. The last thing I feel is my legs getting shaky, the world in front of me wobbling up and down as everything starts to go dark. Then, I tumble forward, falling out of control into the Deadlands. My body drifts toward an alley, and the last thing I see is the living city beneath me, alive with a flood of Creep streaming along the pavement and bursting from the windows. The city consumed. Then my vision fades. I can’t even brace for the impact. All I know is that the world goes dark.




Tommy’s Recording 33
President Branagh shoots a look up at General Yousef. “Yousef. Yousef!”
Yousef raises a finger, his hand tilting to the roof, as if he’s about to give a speech. For a second, he pauses, his fingers collapsing into a fist before he raises an open hand into the air. He starts to pace, moving slowly back and forth as he finds the words he’s looking for, every one of them sliding out of his mouth like a knife. “To the son of our oldest ally in the Deadlands, Ned Whitney Lancaster, son of Ned Kellogg Lancaster. From your friends and allies in the city of Central Freedom . . .”
When Yousef starts talking, Branagh’s face goes pale, his hands suddenly gripping the edge of the table. “Yousef. Before you say anything else—”
“We both find ourselves allied with people by necessity and not out of a love for their cause. I understand that you have given up your home to house the Tank and the clans that have flocked to your lands along the Delaware River. I also know you have not committed your men to her cause. Likewise, while Central Freedom finds itself allied with Fort Silence, the vast majority of its people remain suspicious of Supreme General Yousef Suliman. Soon, we will find ourselves in a fight against one another. Either the Tank will emerge the winner, or it will be General Yousef. I’m not sure how bright the future would be under either one of them.”
The president puts a palm down on the table. “If you have something you want to say, then just get it over with. I’m man enough to admit that I’ve never completely trusted you.”
Tasha Bouley looks around, as confused as everyone else at the table. “Yousef, what the hell are you reciting? Is this another one of your damn plays?”
Yousef continues. “Should the Tank win this war, then I would ask for you to argue on the behalf of the many innocent people of Central. For the sake of innocent lives, let the Tank know that these people simply want to live peacefully. Remember the alliance that your father created with us, his commitment to peaceful coexistence between his people and yours. I can’t know your political position, but I know mine. If Yousef is the winner, I will argue for a peaceful resolution between your people and mine. I have it on the general’s word that he plans to withdraw from Central should the Tank be defeated. I commit to immediately ending all aggression against your people and immediately finding a way to allowing you to continue your way of life, with the commitment that we work together to peacefully live among each other, the way your father would have wanted.”
General McCullum looks at the president. “Branagh, is this you? Did you write all this?
The president shakes his head and just stares at Yousef. “Go ahead then. Finish the letter. Let’s get the performance over with.”
Yousef turns to the table and softly sets his hands down on the table. “Everything I’ve heard is that you’re a man of peace. So am I. However, sometimes tyrants seek to establish peace at the end of a gun. If the Tank should win, if it turned out she wasn’t the liberator she claimed to be, then I would commit my support to you, Ned Whitney Lancaster, on the condition that any violence be committed only in defense of the freedoms that I believe you and I both cherish.” He stops for as second, his fingers tightening on the table before he continues. “If General Yousef turned out to be the tyrant I believe he is, then I would also ask for your help in kind. Perhaps we have both been forced into alliances we do not entirely believe in. Let us renew the friendship that once existed between your father’s people and ours. If your alliances turn out to be tyrannies, then let us commit to overthrowing the tyrants leading them.” His voice is so venomous with these last words that I can feel them burning on my skin. “Your friend in Central, President Gabriel Branagh.”
For a long moment, nobody says anything. Everyone just stares, all eyes going to the president. It takes him a long time before he says anything. “So, Yousef. Was I wrong about you?”
The general doesn’t say anything back for a second. When he does, his voice is low and almost growling. “There was a time, not long ago, when I wondered what would happen, right now, at this exact moment. I thought about everything Jackie had told me, about what the right thing to do was. That I shouldn’t be as harsh as I am.” His closed fist taps softly at the table. “Then I remembered my dear sister, Ishara. I remembered the day she died in the Creep. I remembered my mother dying on that same day. What I realized was that they had died because my father had gone soft. He’d forgotten how dangerous the world actually is. That weakness is why my mother and sister died.” He takes in a soft breath. “I suppose, when your agent turned this letter over to me, it made me realize I’d almost made the same mistake. I’d almost become weak, like my father had, and let my emotions get the better of my judgement. It reminded me that to secure a future for humanity, we must be willing to make the hard choices. I know, now, that there was only one road that was ever in front of me.”
“You’re wrong, Yousef. If I’m wrong about you, then throw me in prison. That’s as far as this has to go.”
The general doesn’t bother looking back at him as he speaks out loud into the comms device around his hear, “The blue asset is finally in place? Then activate the Pocket Space bomb.” After a moment of turning off his comms, he looks back at the president. “It’s time, then.”
“Yousef, I was the only person who had anything to do with this!”
Yousef ignores him as he nods to the guards around the room, and it hits me for the first time that, on the sleeves of all that black armor I’d never seen before, all the guards are wearing Golden Jackal patches on their arms. There’s not one of them that isn’t. Before I can say a word, before anyone can, the guards raise their rifles. The first one to say anything, of course, is Tasha. She jumps out of her chair and screams at him. “General Yousef, what is the meaning of this?”
“It means I finally get to quiet your endless complaining,” he says as he pulls his sidearm. Before anyone has a chance to say anything, he squeezes the trigger, a bullet punching right between Tasha’s skull and sending her slumping to the floor. Time stops. I stop, my eyes going from the blood painting the back wall to her body lying there on the ground. Then Yousef nods to the guards, and the unmistakable sound of gunfire starts filling the room. The War Council goes down first. General McCullum is in the middle of grabbing for his gun when he takes a bullet right through the back, sending him collapsing to the floor. Around him, the rest of the generals are sent sprawling out as rapid gunfire tears into them.
Then it’s the members of the Advisory Council as they start to scream. Rosy Quintana starts to bolt for the door before a bullet passes through her leg, her body collapsing onto the ground. It’s not more than a second before a guard puts his boot into her back, places a rifle barrel to the back of her head, and fires. Some of the council fold onto the ground in a panic while others try to go rushing for the exit. It doesn’t matter. A spray of fire fills the room, and every member of the council ends up collapsing to the floor in piles, the floor suddenly painted red and littered with bodies. My heart is pounding as I step back, noticing that Dravic is just standing there, smiling. Besides him and Yousef, the only people still standing at the table are Branagh, me, and the doc. In all my years of fighting, I’ve never seen people just . . . put down, like their lives meant nothing. It isn’t a fight to survive that happens in those chambers. It’s a slaughter.
I look over at the president, my hand at my holster, but he just motions for me to stand down. When I look back at Yousef, the general’s just standing there, staring at me. It’s like anything human about him has just drained out of his face. “Obey your president,” he growls. “Unless you believe that you can run faster than a bullet?”
The president calls out to him. “Hey. You’re talking to me, Yousef. Don’t threaten him.”
“Fine,” he replies, his eyes moving past me. “Of course, you’re right, for once. This is between you and I.”
“I’m not stupid enough to think you’re keeping me alive for the long haul.”
“Correct. That’s twice in a row. Color me impressed.”
“Why’d you do it, Yousef?” His eyes go over to Dravic for a second. “Never mind. I think I can figure it out. You’ve just been biding your time until you could concentrate all the power between the two of you.”
“No. I haven’t lied to you. I considered your approach and saw where it leads. Death. Loss. This world is too harsh for delicate hands. That’s why it needs strong leaders, like Dravic. Your entire city would have died off if not for men like him. You, Gabriel, would let in every mongrel raider across the Deadlands. In the name of peace and freedom, you would abandon everything that remains of a true civilization.”
Branagh looks away, shaking his head. “Mongrels? One of them was your sister. Your sister! And you looked me in the eyes and lied about it.”
“I did not lie about it!” He screams at him as he slams the table. “My sister died years ago. What was left of her was a deviant. A shell. No longer human. You saw it. She had to be taken care of before she became any stronger. Humans who do not become Stilts go on to have rather . . . impressive powers. Of course, you know that. You’ve been working with one of the infected for months now. A dead girl walking.”
“Jackie? The same person who put herself on the line for us time and time again?”
“A walking time bomb waiting to go off!” he shouts back. “How long do you think it would have been before she finally turned those powers against us? My very sister became the leader of a vicious military faction working against me. And you saw what the Creep did to her. Claws, teeth, and death. The same would have happened to Jackie. Maybe you don’t think so, and that was a risk you were willing to take. I wasn’t. I was tempted, but in the end, I remembered what happens to the infested. And I made the right choice, seeing what became of Ishara. That monster that remained. That’s why I used the good doctor’s very own virus to eliminate both of them, using Jackie as the carrier.”
That suddenly gets the doc to look his way. “I’m sorry. What did you mean by that?”
“I meant,” the general says as he looks over his shoulder, “That you’ve been working on that virus for the last few months and it worked just as it should have. It killed the infected.”
“Oh.” He nods a little but looks confused. “Well, perhaps the Tank, yes, by which of course I mean Ishara. The virus was designed to target the central strain of Creep cells, which she seemed to be infected by. After all, the entire purpose was to develop a pathogen that could eliminate large amounts of infected without putting anyone in harm’s way. But Jackie? No, no. Absolutely ridiculous.”
Suddenly Dravic’s stupid smile is gone. “What are you saying, good doctor?”
Yousef turns around and stares at him. “Yes. What is it that you’re trying to say?”
“Shouldn’t it be obvious? Jackie has a modified version of the Creep infection within her. Her body is infected with a line of cells we call Sally cells. They don’t have the same type of cellular structure required for the virus to be lethal. Of course, she’s ill and greatly weakened. However, if the fall did not kill her, there’s no reason to believe the virus will.”
“You’re saying that you made a half competent virus?”
The doctor’s lips curl, but he keeps his tone down. “I’m saying that no virus can be expected to work identically on two different variants of the same cell, much like no two variants of the same virus can be protected against using the same vaccine. Nor should I have been expected to create such a ‘magical’ virus, mind you. This is basic biology. Viruses take certain pathways during the course of an infection. Creep cells are highly resistant to all forms of harm, so I was forced to create a highly tailored virus that would be effective. I couldn’t have been expected to create a virus that operates along two different vectors against such a complex cellular design like that of the Creep. It’s a biological impossibility!”
Branagh laughs. “He’s telling you that all you’ve managed to do is piss off . . . What did you call her? A walking time bomb. Congratulations, Yousef. You’ve finally done the one thing that really gets Jackie angry. Broken her trust after she gave it away.”
Yousef whips around toward the president, his brown features still flushing as his eyebrows squeeze together in anger. “Do you have any final words, President Branagh?”
“Yeah. Actually, I do.” He looks past the general and toward me. When he does, he just nods his head for a second, closes his eyes, and smiles. “You’re ready, Thomas. My time is over. This is your time now.”
And just like that . . . The second the words are out of his mouth . . . Yousef raises his hand. Before I can do or say anything, the front of Yousef’s gloved right hand explodes apart as a beam of light bursts from his palm. The world becomes an intense, golden glow, the room lighting up as energy bursts from the general’s hand, slamming the president across the chest and sending him like a rag doll across the floor. His body blasts into the back wall, the front of his uniform smoking and his bare chest burned into. I just stand there, my mouth hanging open, as I see his lifeless eyes settle on the ceiling. My breath is stuck in my chest, and I can feel my eyes watering as the doc rushes up to him, his hand whipping out a small device that he puts onto the president’s forehead.
After a second, Doc Watson shakes his head. “He’s inches from death. He will most definitely be braindead soon.”
“Good,” Yousef snarls as he turns to his guards. “Take these two to my vehicle and prepare for our return to Fort Silence.”
The second he says it, the doc spins around, his head nodding toward the body. “Excuse me, general. This presents a prime opportunity for me to do an autopsy on the president and further a bit of my research. If I might be so bold.”
“What is it you’re asking me, doctor?”
“You know as well as I that my only interest is in the advancement of science. Whether that occurs under your authority or Central’s is not my concern. I would simply like the opportunity to perform some post-mortem tests on the president’s body. It may even further advance my research into creating an anti-Creep agent. You may have a guard escort me to the lab, if you wish. I’ll be entirely open about the proceedings.”
I’m staring at him with my face flushing and my lungs ripping apart when I scream, “What the hell is wrong with you?”
Yousef’s eyes roll as he looks to one of the guards. “Take him to his lab.” Then he looks to one of his guards. “And take Captain Jones to the transport.” My hands are shaking when I feel someone grab me by the arm. The whole time they’re dragging me out of the room, I can’t turn my eyes away from Gabriel’s body. It’s like nobody cares. Nobody cares that he’s dead. Yousef doesn’t even give it a second thought as he steps over the body. He just keeps talking to his men as we all walk out. “Can we retrieve the Panzer at this time?”
“No, sir,” a voice says back. “Creep infestation in the area is peaking. We’ve still got waves of flyers in the area and conditions on the ground are deteriorating rapidly.”
“I see. I want an update on our blue asset as soon as possible. In the meantime, coordinate the evacuation around the Panzer. With their leader dead, the raiders won’t be back to try and salvage anything for some time.” We all pause when Yousef stops walking, his finger waving in the air. “And put out an alert to all ground forces that they’re to shoot the Dark Angel on sight if they see her. If she’s even still alive. Remind the troops about the importance of purity. As it turns out, the Creeps inside the Angel was just as corruptive as we all thought. It turned out she was a traitor to the cause and needs to be executed for her crimes. That’s exactly what you tell our people on the ground. Kill only. No capture.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Her Baby Boy should still have an eye on her. Use that to track her down.” With that, he walks by me and the doc, his hand still exposed where the glove was burned away. His golden hand is still glowing with light when he does. The heat of it singes my hair as he walks by. When he does, I can barely hold back from jumping at him, from trying to do something stupid. From getting myself killed. All I can think is, the president was right about him, and so were all the rumors. The Golden Jackal. He was the monster they said he was.
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“J--—”
“Jackie---—”
“Jackie, you there?”
It takes me a second to realize that there’s a voice speaking into my ear. I blink and look up, not really understanding what happened. For a second, I’m looking up to the red skies above me. I’m on my back, in rubble, in some alley between two buildings. I must have tried to fire my jets or something. Still doesn’t completely explain how I got here. It also doesn’t explain my Baby Boy, looking like it’s been half dissolved, like something ate through it with acid. When I raise my hand, I see my bare palm. The suit’s glowing at the wrist, which tells me the armor’s trying to reconstruct itself. Even the nanotech isn’t infinite though, and the fact that my hand’s bare means that the tech’s working slow.
“Jackie.”
I blink and suck in a breath – hard. It’s the Stranger. The Shadow Eyed Man. He’s looking down at me with his arms crossed, like he’s angry. I haven’t seen him in months. So, all I can think is, why’s he here now? What does he want from me?
“Jackie?”
I blink again, and he’s gone. That’s when I realize that it wasn’t the Stranger trying to talk to me. My hand goes to my ear instinctively, even if it really doesn’t do anything to help me hear better. “Mike?”
“Jacko.” He sounds happy. “Glad I got through to you before . . . Well, not to be dramatic, but I wanted to say goodbye.”
“Goodbye?” I shake my head. “What do you mean, ‘goodbye?’”
“You know, I don’t want to say I told you so, but . . .” He laughs. “I don’t have a lot of time, so I’m just going to be quick. Whole plan was to send me to the Northwest Creep Colony with a bomb.”
“Yeah. To destroy the colony.” I’m still woozy from the fall, and my body feels nauseous as I try to prop myself up. “It was supposed to destroy the colony.”
“Not quite. Hard to explain and like I said, I don’t exactly got time. Jackie, I’ve got to stay here and destroy this place. It’s not going to let me out of here. Yousef wanted me dead. Thing is, I can do one last thing before I go. That’s make sure Yousef can’t threaten Central. If he ever set this thing off . . . don’t know if Central would be able to survive past a few weeks.”
“Wait. Wait, Mike. I can be there. I can—”
“Jackie, I’m using what I’ve got left to hold it off. If I don’t do this, I take the loss and give nothing back. I don’t want to go out like that. I’m leaving something here for you though. For after I’m gone. Tune in on my Pocket Space generator’s frequency. It’s the only way I can keep my message safe from what’s about to go down.”
“No, no, no, no, no,” I start shouting. “Mike. Just . . . an hour, Mike. Something, give me—”
“Check Pocket Space when you get here. The colony will be gone. Promise. And just . . . tell everyone goodbye for me. Say I went out a hero or something. Something that sounds good.”
“Mike.”
“Love you, Jackie.”
I’m feeling more confused than I have in forever, and all I can do is swallow hard and suck wind as I tell him, “I love you too, Mike.” And then the signal just goes out. I’m left sitting there, completely lost about what’s happening, with my body screaming in more pain than I think I’ve felt since the Tower, but it’s my chest . . . it’s my chest burning as I try to understand why Mike just said goodbye. It’s me telling myself it’s not as bad I’m imagining it is. That I’ll get everything straightened out as soon as I recover. But . . . it does sound like . . . I don’t know. I don’t even want to think about it. What might have happened to him. Then there’s me and whatever happened on the Panzer . . . It’s like Ishara got sick and then so did I . . . but was it really . . . really all Yousef’s doing?
I hear gunshots outside of the alleyway and my eyes shoot to the street. For a second, I don’t see anything, at least until I see these huge power armored troopers falling back, their rifles firing off on full automatic. I’ve barely been conscious five minutes but I . . . I don’t know. I feel the immediate need to do whatever I can if it means saving them. Saving lives. I brace a hand against the wall and slowly push myself up, gritting my teeth as a searing pain cuts its way up my right leg. I’m pouring sweat and sucking hard, struggling to breath as I stumble along. I’m not sure if it’s the injuries or whatever happened to me on the Panzer, but I force myself to start moving, practically dragging my right leg down the alleyway, limping along as I try to find out what’s happening.
The second I get to the street, I realize things are bad. Just, the worst you could imagine. On my left, a group of DEC troopers are closing ranks, their rifles firing in all directions. And I mean that: all directions. The city around us is bursting apart with the Creep, whole buildings coming alive as tendrils erupt from their sides and Creepers go tumbling out of windows in living waves of skin and muscle. My eyes shoot down the street, and I see a carpet of Bulgas, their snapping jaws and clawed forearms cutting through the air. Then, at the back, the Basilisks, those huge Creepers that tower over everyone, their distended, alien hands screaming through the air and cutting through what little daylight’s left.
I hear the Stranger’s voice in my ear. This time, I’m sure it’s him. “Are you really going to save them? These people. Knowing what you know? What Yousef did to you and knowing that humanity has betrayed you time and again?”
I don’t even have to think about it. “Yes,” I tell him as I step out of the alleyway. I see the DEC troopers look my way, obviously confused. I can see it in their body language. They’re scared. One looks back and forth, his rifle turning frantically. He doesn’t even know how to process that I’m on the battlefield. Maybe they’re all scared. Or, maybe they’re confused. I’m not. I take a deep breath and close my eyes, letting my strength come back, just enough, before I move. I’m with them in a second, and the ones around me shift, just enough, to give me an inch of space.
“Keep my back safe!” I scream at them. “Guns to the rear and both sides of the street. I’ve got the forward wave. Understood?” Nobody answers for a second. Maybe they don’t know who should answer. “I asked if you understand? I don’t need to be caught in any crossfire.”
Finally, a voice answers back. I know this one the second I hear her. The second I see that death’s head glaring through the growing shadows, the eyes of her helmet burning with yellow light that cut into the darkness. Kali. “We’ve got you, Heavy Metal.”
“Good,” I tell her as I focus my eyes ahead. The wave coming at us from all angles has stopped, like the Creep is taking a second to catch its breath. The troopers don’t know why. I do. I feel it. Every Stilt standing there with its jaws hanging open, every Bulga waiting to charge, and every Basilisk ready to charge . . . They’re all being held back. By it. The Eye in the Utter Wilderness. It’s seen me. It knows I’m here. When I look up, over the crowds of Creepers stretching off for blocks down the city, I see it there, for just a second. A hundred eyes and a hundred tendrils bursting from the clouds as one giant, searing pupil descends out of the skies and stares down on me. I’m the only one who sees it, who knows it’s there, and I can feel my heart getting ready to burst as I stare back, bracing myself and just trying to keep myself from becoming completely and ridiculously terrified. Finally, I take a deep breath, steadying myself long enough that the vision fades. “I know this enemy,” I shout out to the troops behind me, my voice shaking just a little at the start. “We all know this enemy. We’ve all been here before. We’ve all fought this fight before. We’ve all already had to conquer this fear just to become the fighters we are. And that’s why we’re going to win. Do you understand?”
Kali raises her rifle. “What’s the call, troopers?”
“Never say die!” they all chant back.
“Then fight for every man and woman standing next to you,” she tells them as she turns her guns on the incoming wave of Creepers. I leave the rear to the DEC troopers as I turn toward the wave of Creepers that starts rushing toward us, moving in a single wave that floods the streets in a monsoon of living creatures. I take it all in. Stilts from one angle, Bulgas from another, and the threat of those slow-moving Basilisks just behind them. All I’m thinking is, if they collapse on the team, it’ll be a slaughter. I won’t let that happen. My jets fire off, sending me flying forward, crossing half the distance to the incoming wave before I break to a halt. The first wave of Bulgas leaps at me, jaws detaching and opening wider than a person’s torso, but I’m ready for them. My sword materializes into my hand as I fly into the crowd, the edge of the blade creating an arc of fire as its slides through the air. It tears through them, the flames igniting their hides while the blade cuts through limbs. The creatures go rolling to the ground in heaps as I turn to my left, ducking just as one of the Stilts is on me, its huge, clawed hand swiping at my head. I turn my sword up and cut through its torso and spin to the crowd behind it, a rifle materializing into my hand. I sweep across the wave of stilts, energy bursts discharging from the end of my barrel. The last of my energy rifles, kept in reserve specifically for desperate times. These are desperate times. The blasts burn through the crowd, punching holes through them as I pull my sword out of the Stilt at my back.
A snarl behind me gets my attention, and I make one single motion, turning to the noise and bringing my sword up just as a claw the size of a person comes crashing down at me. It rings against the edge of my blade as I stare into the face of a Basilisk, all 10 feet of it leaning down on me with its weight. I hold its claw back with my sword while I bring my rifle up, my finger squeezing on the trigger and releasing a fully automatic blast into the thing, its belly soaking up laser fire before I slide my sword sideway and back toward its skull. The blade cuts right through, and the Basilisk goes collapsing to the ground.
“We’ve got swarms on the rear,” I hear a voice say over my comms, and I flip a look back behind me. There’s a wave of fleshy tissue and muscle bursting out of one of the smaller buildings, a crowd of Basilisks exploding out of the spongey mass. They shove themselves onto their dozen legs and start charging the team, their clawed feet skittering along the ground and taking them in rush toward my people. My jets fire off as I rush back toward the DEC troopers, soaring over them to reach the new target.
“Hold the front!” I shout as I fly overhead. I can see some of the team shifting, turning their guns and sweeping the crowds while a few troopers step out from the group. They raise their gauntlets, wielding these huge blades connected beneath their wrists and swinging through the air as they wade into the frenzy. I see a few cutting into the smaller Bulgas while others fire endless rounds into the larger ones. Then I turn my eyes ahead as I come up on the incoming group of Basilisks, my repulsors stopping me in a split second before I go streaking upward. Grenades materialize into my palms that I launch downward, lobbing a half dozen into the street and watching blooms of fire erupting. Smoke and dust goes curling into the air as Basilisks turn away from the blasts, their hard outer armor breaking apart under the impact. Then I come to a second stop as my rifle reappears in my hands, red streaks of energy bursting forward and pouring into the exposed monsters .
They’re pulling back into the crowds when I feel something slam into my back, growling jaws and clawed feet scratching at me as I suddenly go into freefall.  The world’s spinning a thousand directions as I try to reposition myself, but the fall’s too quick. The pavement underneath me comes rushing at my face, and I feel the impact vibrate through my bones. It hurts, more than it should. An alarm flaring in the corner of my visor tells me the kinetic dampener on the armor’s failing. I don’t have much time to think about it. Teeth clamp down into my shoulder, bending the armor and crushing it down around my muscle and bone.
I grit my teeth as my rockets flare, getting me back onto my feet and sending the Bulgas on my back burning into ashes. Everywhere I look around me, there’s a Creeper. Bulgas are biting at my legs and Stilts are swinging their claws toward my chest. Looming over them all, the Basilisks are closing in, swiping away the smaller creatures to get to me. In my ear, I hear screaming. “We’re getting swarmed over here!”
My thrusters fire as I try to get above the masses, just to have a half dozen Bulgas leap at my legs. I go sprawling along the concrete as one of those huge Basilisks comes swiping down toward me, its massive, clawed limb swiping for my head. I barely get my rifle up to squeeze off a dozen rounds that sever its limb in half, its gaping jaw snarling as it twists away in pain. I’m back on my feet in a half second, my sword sweeping circles around me, but every Creeper that goes flying into pieces is instantly replaced by another one. Weight comes pushing down on my shoulders and I go flipping away, just to jam hard into more bodies, claws scraping at my sides before I turn, my sword cutting through Stilts. The crowd’s so thick, the Basilisks swarming so intense, that I can barely see the sky through the crowds. I twist as a I feel another body on my back, but this time I’m not fast enough. I’ve just turned when I feel it, this scimitar claw that comes slicing downward. It cuts right through my thigh, the armor ripping open as the blade slides straight through bone and muscle, and I scream even as my leg buckles. I take a knee as the massive blade pulls out from my leg, blood splattering the ground and my muscles screaming as I try to stay upright. The horde comes down on me, every single one of them, collapsing onto my back and sending me to my hands and knees, my strength barely keeping me from hitting the concrete completely.
But that’s their mistake. They’re too close, and I can stand the heat. They can’t. Fire pours out of my thrusters in one gigantic eruption that scorches the ground, incinerating the Creepers around me and burning their muscles into ashes. Space opens up around me as I rocket upward and circle back to the team, my eyes spotting someone being ripped up from the ground and yanked upward. My eyes follow the long Creep tendril, and I realize the DEC trooper’s being pulled toward a massive, gaping mouth lined with teeth the size of a man. The mouth opens wide to catch the trooper, and I burst ahead, my teeth clenching as I fly in to help. I can feel my fingers tighten around my sword as I swoop in at the last second, the blade cutting through the tendril and sending the trooper flying back toward the ground. I don’t even have time to enjoy the win before I turn upwards, my jets exploding to get me away while dozens of tendrils burst from the building, all of them twisting around each other to get to me.
Just as the tendrils are about to catch me, my repulsors kick in and send me flying backward at a sharp angle. The tendrils swipe at the air where I’d been just seconds before as I go rocketing back toward the earth, my rifle tearing holes into the things as I fly back toward the troopers. I manage to get myself turned around just a second before I come to a crash landing in front of the team, my leg giving way again as I hit the ground hard. I can’t stop the gasp of pain that escapes my lips as I struggle to stay on my legs. Heads turn my way, and even if I can’t see their faces, I can tell a lot of them are scared.
“I need an opening!” I scream. “Get ready to hold them off for just a few more seconds!”
Kali waves high, her rifle still firing even as she’s motioning to her team. “Confirmed, Heavy Metal. All troopers, we’re going to empty those barrels. Get ready to give it everything!”
“Just 30 seconds!” I shout at them before looking to the sky. I close my eyes as I ask myself if I’m really about to do what I think I’m about to do. “Dark Angel to Highpoint Waystation. Bring all weapons online. I need the full arsenal engaged.”
There’s a half second delay before I hear John’s response, and even if he doesn’t want to confirm the call, he forces himself to. “Highpoint Waystation requesting authorization.
Confirm all weapons free?”
“Authorization, Valerie Grace Andrew Benjamin. Confirmed.” I look over my shoulder to the rest of the team. “Lay it down. Now!”
The words are barely out of my mouth before their guns start to ring out in an endless ringing of rifle fire, each person on the team switching to full-auto and firing off hundreds of rounds every second. To the left and right, the walls of buildings go tearing apart, the forearm length spikes firing from rifle barrels and chewing into steel and concrete. Creepers go flying to the ground, hitting the pavement with painful thuds as their bodies explode into pieces. Endless waves of them follow behind, bursting out of windows higher up the buildings and exploding off the rooftops. For one horrific moment, every wall around us and every rooftop is splitting open with them, Creepers raining down on us from every angle.
My hands glow as my two miniguns appear in my hands, each sweeping outward and back in again, thousands of rounds emptying from the barrels. I see Creepers go tumbling to the ground by the dozens, only to be replaced by more. And . . . that’s when the portals start opening up, half a dozen on either side of me that face toward the Creepers rushing our position. I grit my teeth as I try to stay focused, sweat pouring down my face as rockets begin to fly out of Pocket Space, one after the other rushing by me and blowing apart the horde by the handful. Still, as many are evaporated by the explosives, more keep coming, and the Basilisks at the back are almost on us.
I suck in a breath and my miniguns disappear, my fists clenching as I focus. More windows into Pocket Space start to open, but this time, my eyes go skyward, and I focus on the air above the swarms in front of us. One portal after another starts to tear open in the skies, a sea of blue windows into Pocket Space ripping through into our reality, and the whole time I’m screaming as I try to keep them all open for just a few seconds longer. I can feel the stress of it burning into my brain, my helmet linking my mind to Highpoint Waystation and coordinating so many windows of Pocket Space windows across the sky that the clouds are tinted blue. There’s one long second when my suit’s charging, energy flowing through my gauntlets, and then it all peaks at once as missiles start to fall from the sky. I strain against the pressure building in my skull, holding on as blood starts to streak down my nose, as I force myself to brace for just a few seconds longer. My arms are shaking as my gauntlets ignite with blue light, explosives raining down by the dozen and explosions battering the city blocks around us. Buildings and streets erupt into the air as the street turns into hellfire, Creepers vanishing as the explosives come raining down on them from above.
I swing my head toward the team, my helmet’s camera still displaying the carnage while I turn back to Kali. There’s crowds of Creepers pressing on every side, and no amount of rifle fire is holding them off. Even the explosives are barely holding them back. All I know is I need more. I need everything. Everything I’ve been stockpiling for months. What I’m also thinking is that I’ve never tried what I’m about to do. Not at the level I’m about to do it at. Every weapon I fire, every window into Pocket Space that opens, requires more focus than I’ve ever given and brings me one second closer to having my brain shut down under the strain. But I will it, the same as anyone wills themselves to keep lifting a weight when they think they can’t give it any more or when they keep running that last half mile when their body wants to give out.
I instinctively thrust my arms outward, sucking hard at the air around me as my brain feels like it’s about to burn out. I can feel wetness at my eyes. Tears? No. It’s more blood. For a second, I don’t know if I can hold on. If I can actually keep it up. And . . . then I think of Mike. About saving him. That’s all I need. I ignore the pain building up inside of my head for a second longer as more Pocket Space windows open. For a second, I can see everything happening around me. The world stops, and I see every threat, every enemy, on the battlefield. The giant Basilisks that were hiding on the rooftop off the building to my right. The burrowing Bulgas that are getting ready to explode out of the ground from a street to our left. The almost endless crowds of Stilts choking the alleys on every side of us.
My breath stops, and I scream, the blue energy in my gauntlets tracing my arms and over my body as waves of Pocket Space energy flare out of my suit. The skies around us are a vortex of blue windows, views into that other dimension where all of this started. It’s those window that save us. Saves the team. The Pocket Space windows reach full aperture and begin to spit out everything I’ve got stocked at Highpoint Waystation. One rocket after another comes raining down, across streets and rooftops, pavement detonating into powder and buildings cracking apart. The sky that was red is now almost entirely blue, glowing with energy flowing out of Pocket Space, and every window empties out every explosive I’ve been storing since the day I first met John. Since I learned what the armor could do. The world around us turns to fire as an expanding circle of explosions erupt outward from us, extending down the streets and leaving scorched earth and fire as the final wave of missiles comes raining down. Flames erupt from every alley and across every crosswalk as the flames expand away from us, leveling the world around us as buildings are reduced to nothing and the streets give way beneath the assault.
Reality bursts into flame and smoke, a crater forming where there were buildings just seconds before. I can see the team, crouching down and shielding themselves as the city for blocks around us vanishes into fire, taking every Creeper with it. And then, just like that, the portals around us blink out of existence, vanishing as the windows disappear. The crimson skies wash over us again, and as the last of the windows close, I feel a pain like lightning crackle through my skull. I’m not able to hold back my scream as the pain shoots between my ears, my injured leg giving out beneath me as I collapse to the floor. All I know is the world’s spinning, the edges of my vision going dark for a second as I’m trying to recover.
I kneel there on hands and knees for a second, struggling to breath, my ears ringing and the world spinning. All I can do for a minute is try to focus and get my senses back. When I finally do, when I can finally look up . . .
. . . I’m staring down the barrel of a rifle that’s aimed right at my face.
“Roberts,” I hear Kali shout, her distorted voice ringing out from the speakers in her helmet. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
“What we were ordered to do.”
“Ordered to do? Are you joking?”
Whoever this guy is screams back at her. “Do you think the general would just tell us to shoot if he didn’t have a reason? You saw what she just did.”
“Yeah, I saw her save our lives.”
“And what if she ever decided to turn on the fort?”
“Is that really all you can think about?”
The gun in front of me lifts, but just a little. “You’re the oldest one of us. We grew up together. We trained with each other and when you were selected to lead the DEC, we trusted you to lead us until the mission was done. The mission isn’t done!”
“The mission is to rendezvous at our fallback position.”
“You know that’s not all.”
I look back at Kali, her hands squeezing on her rifle. I barely have the strength to ask, “What’s going on?”
She never takes her eyes off this other guy, Roberts. “There’s a kill order out to shoot you on sight. We were told the Creep had infested you too much. That it had affected your judgment and made you go rogue.” Kali shakes her head. “The details were light, to say the least.”
“You don’t really believe that? If I’m rogue, then why would I have just saved all of you.”
“The general’s never let us down, not when it comes to a fight.”
I can’t see her face behind the mask. “You have to understand, the old general raised us. We owe our lives to Fort Silence. I don’t think you’re rogue, but . . . it’s complicated.”
Roberts shouts at her. “What are you going to do? The general is the reason we’re here. Every one of us owes him our lives. We’d be rotting in the Deadlands if he wasn’t around.”
“I know that, Roberts. How could you think I don’t remember that? All I’m saying is that we take her in and get this all figured out.”
“You’re not taking me anywhere,” I tell her as I push myself up onto my knees. “Either follow your orders or don’t . . .” I swallow hard, and I can taste the blood pooling in my mouth at the same time that I can still feel it dripping down my cheeks. The Creep’s not healing it. “Look, I have someone I need to save, the same way I saved all of you. You’re either going to have to let me go find him or kill me if you want to stop me from trying.”
Roberts shouts at her, but he never takes the barrel out of my face. “You see? This is probably why the general gave the order. Who knows what she’s capable of. Look at her armor. It’s half blown to hell. How can you not think she’s dangerous? Her friend threw me through the side of a building with his mind, and she was able to take him down. How can you not see that she’s dangerous?”
“I know she’s dangerous. I know her friend’s dangerous. But we’re dangerous too, and I don’t see you arguing to kill ourselves.”
“The difference is we’re human.”
I growl at him. “I’m human.”
“Shut up, Creeper,” he barks back as he pushes the barrel right up against my skull. “Listen, sarge, this is the best chance we’re going to get at taking her out, so are you going to give the order or are you going to make me do this myself?”
“Yeah,” I agree as I look back at her again, my chest pounding as my heart beats out of control. “That’s the only question that matters, Kali. What are you going to do?”
“Heavy Metal,”
she says. “You said you had a friend you were going to rescue?”
“Yeah. If he’s still alive.”
“And after that?”
“Find out why the general wants me dead. I don’t know enough about what’s going on back in Central to say what I’ll do after that.”
Roberts raises his rifle back and brings down the butt of it against my skull. I feel the world swimming as my hand braces against the ground, barely keeping me from collapsing. “She’s going to do exactly what the general’s been saying she’ll do. Exactly what all of these half human freaks do. Let’s not pretend she’s the first one we’ve seen.”
“She’s the only one we’ve seen this strong and the only one that’s ever put her life on the line, more than once, to save us!”
“She’ll go crazy from the infection, and when she does? What then?”
He presses the gun to my head again, this time pushing my head around with the barrel. My eyes go up and trail the barrel to his finger, where I can see him starting to squeeze down on the trigger. “Fine. I’m stopping this threat before it—”
And that’s when, before he finishes, his helmet explodes from the back, steel and blood flying into the air. All of us turn our heads back to see another one of the DEC troopers standing there, their rifle still held up in midair. Kali looks stiff, even stiffer than normal in all that armor, as she stares at the shooter. “Torres.”
“It had to be done, sarge,” a husky female voice says from behind the helmet.
For a second, the whole team looks around from one to the other. Nobody says anything for this terrible, empty minute, with the body still smoking on the ground. Finally, Kali speaks up. “Thanks, Torres. You’re right.”
She looks at me. “Can you get up?”
I grunt and nod as I push onto my legs. The pain in my thigh is incredible, and the lightning dancing in my head is still making me feel drugged out. Still, I manage to get onto my feet. “Thank you.”
“You saved us,”
she says with a shake of her head. Kali takes a look around at the team, staring from one helmeted face to another. “Are we all on the same page here?”
”Yeah,”
someone says from the back. “Roberts lost it because of the Creep attack. He became a threat to the team’s survival.”
“That’s right,”
she says as she keeps looking around. “If anyone has anything they want to say about this, you do it now. Because I promise, the second we’re back to Central, if they find out we let Heavy Metal go . . .”
Torres nods. “We’re all in on this together or we’re not.”
There’s a round of nods and affirmatives. That’s enough for Kali, who looks back my way. “You’re not looking great. Your armor . . .”
I look down. I’d noticed it not long ago, the slow regeneration rate on my gloves. Same thing’s happening with my leg, and there are parts of my breastplate that are gone, leaving my jumpsuit exposed. “The armor’s reaching its repair threshold. That just means it won’t be able to keep regenerating too many more times.”
“Why?”
“All the materials it pulls from Pocket Space to regenerate are getting used up. It’s got about one . . . well, maybe two more good fights left in it before it shuts down.”
“Damn. Is there anything we can do?”
I smile, and actually, I almost laugh. “No. It’s headed for trash city. There’s only one man who knows how the suit really works, and he’s back in Central. Hopefully we can get this all figured out before the suit takes too many more hits.”
“I just . . . I wish I could help. There has to be something I can do.”
For a second, I think something, something I’m not even really sure I should ask. I try it anyway. “Would you ever turn against the general?”
“What?”
Even through the helmet, I can hear the shock in her voice. She pulls me aside, taking me further from the group like a parent dragging a child. “You can’t just drop a question like that on me in front of the troopers. What are you talking about?”
“You told me that you’re not blind followers. I’ve met a lot of people, fought with a lot of people, and apparently that hasn’t made me a better judge of character. Still, I just feel like, if push came to shove and Yousef really was out to do something terrible . . . I think you’d rather fight for the people being hurt than for the general.”
“Heavy Metal, I just . . . If there was proof, I’d . . .”
“I’d never ask you to do anything without proof.” I take a deep breath as I stare at her. “The last few months, I’ve made a lot of mistakes. I’ve given people the benefit of the doubt when the evidence was right there that I shouldn’t have. I Ignored my responsibilities and let other people take the lead, just so I wouldn’t have to be the one making the hard calls. All that’s done is get more people killed. Well, my best friend might be dead right now because I ignored what I should have done. And that . . .” My eyes go to the clouds that are drifting over the city. “I’m going to have to live with the fact that I got people killed because I decided not to do what I should have. Yousef just put out a kill order on me. Who knows what’s happening in Central to the president or the Advisory Council? If it really, absolutely looks like a coup . . .”
“I’ll fight with you, if it’s that bad. I wasn’t lying when I said we’re not just blindly following orders. Sure, I owe the general . . . everything, really. Him and his father helped make me who I am. But I’m not fighting for him. I’m not even fighting for me, if you want it straight. I’m fighting because I want everyone to have a better life than all this.”
I bow my head for a second, taking another heave of air. “If you know anyone else that feels the same way . . .”
“I do.”
“Good. Just, put some plans together. Wait to hear from me. I’ll let you know what I find out and if we have to move.”
“How will I contact you?”
“You won’t. I’ll contact you.”




Jackie’s Recording 28
It’s not my first time seeing a Creep colony.
But, it’s my first time seeing it like this.
A Creep colony can stretch over a few square miles of endless infestation. Every building is alive, every street is throbbing, and the air above is just washed in black. After all that, you’ve got the . . . organs that start forming. Eyes the size of a building staring up from the ground. Tendrils as thick as towers and as tall as them too, stretching up into the sky and swiping at the air. All along the ground, you’ll see Stilts, Bulgas, and Basilisks swarming through the streets. It’s not what you’d like to call home.
What I see when I arrive at the site is nothing like that. It’s as if everything’s been burned. The Creep that would normally be merged with the surrounding buildings is smoking and sloshing off, like it’s dying. On the street, all the saliva and muscle tissue is withdrawing, the pavement becoming visible. The skies are clearing of the Darkness, a sure sign that the Creep’s disappearing. At the center of it all though, I can see a huge, gaping crater. The infestation was heaviest there, that much is obvious. There’s still lots of tendrils grasping at the air, but they look weak and half alive.
Of course, right in the center of that mess, I’m getting a signal out of Pocket Space. The second the alert flashes across my visor, I waste zero time flying into the middle of all that mess, my feet coming down hard on the springy tissue covering the ground. My heart’s pounding as I’m flying above it all, racing like I’m in a fight, and my chest feels like it’s being squeezed. “What happened here?” I whisper, even if I feel like screaming. “What the hell happened here?”
The crater’s at least a hundred feet deep, and from where I land, the city towers look even taller than normal. I don’t waste much time thinking about the view as my suit tunes into Mike’s frequency, still broadcasting from Pocket Space. “Mike. Tell me you figured some way out of this mess,” I mumble to myself while the suit locks onto the signal. A second later, a portal’s opening up, light cutting through reality as a window opens. Inside, hovering in the colliding waves of blue energy, there’s a small pouch. There’s barely a delay between when I see it and when I snatch it out. “Don’t do this to me, Mike,” I whisper as the portal closes behind me. My fingers almost rip the top off as I get it open, but when I do, it feels like my heart stops.
It’s Mike’s cross and a single data chip.
“No, no, no,” I whisper as I clutch the small piece of jewelry and slide the chip into a slot on my gauntlet. “Not this way.” I shake my head. “Not this way.”
A video box opens across my visor, revealing one thing. Mike, smiling, as he looks into the camera. “What’s up there, Jacko. Don’t got much time, so I wanted to record this for you and everyone back home. To say goodbye and all.”
“Mike.”
“Probably thinking to yourself that I’m being dramatic. Always used to be, when we were back in the Tower. I remember us sitting side by side in the library, talking about nothing. Just wanting to escape and get out of there. See what the world’s like. Made our dreams come true, didn’t we?”
“Yeah, we did,” I say back to the recording, as if he can hear me. “We made it, Mike.”
“Life got rough at the end of the Tower. You were always there though. Always supported me, even when it made you feel miserable. When things turned bad, you kept trying to hold everyone up. You’re good, Jacko, even if you feel like you’re not. I know you’re doing this whole Dark Angel shtick right now, but I know who you are. Jackie Coleman. Smartest girl I knew, brains like her mom and dad. Basketball and baseball star who just keeps thinking she’s not good enough for anyone. But you are. So, since this is the last time I get to tell you anything, then I just want to say one thing. You don’t have to try and be good enough for anyone. You spent a whole life thinking nobody liked you. And, you’ve grown. You’re a hero to thousands of people, but you still don’t feel like you belong anywhere. Thing is, you do. With Tommy, and Dodger, and Cynthia and Mandy, and all the people from Central. So, last piece of advice I want to give you is to stop thinking you have to earn everyone’s acceptance. I love you, Jacko, and I know everyone else back home does too. People who matter already accept you for who you are.”
I can feel my breath shuddering out of my throat as I watch the camera view shift. It’s pointed above Mike for a second, to a ceiling of Creep that rises hundreds of feet over his head but looks like it’s convulsing. The camera shifts back to him, and he points a thumb up. “Now, there’s two files on here. One’s a recording of what the device Yousef sent me here actually did. Other file’s a recording, for Cynthia. If you could get that to her . . . That’s the last thing I can ask. Well, one other thing, actually. When I started the device Yousef gave me, it vanished into Pocket Space and kept broadcasting from there. Pretty sure it was supposed to trigger the Creep into swarming. They would have taken out everyone alive for a hundred miles around. Raiders, colonists, you name it. Maybe even gone after Central at some point. But, I don’t know for sure how bad it would have gotten. All I know’s that when it went off, things got violent. Best I could do was bunker down here, but the second I started trying to hold back the Creep, I knew I could either escape or do something that kept the Creep from killing people. Keep it from maybe wiping out Central. Guess I decided it was better to take this piece off the board than let myself die for nothing and let Yousef take control of the city. Not sure anything could stop him if he does that. So, when I close this, that’s what I’m going to do. Release all my energy, all at once, right here where the Creep is controlled and wipe it out. Give you a fighting chance to take out the general.”
I nod, watching as the scene shifts and Mike gets off the ground. “Anyway, guess it’s my time to shine. Tell Tommy and Dodger I love them and sorry I couldn’t record anything for them. Kind of running out of time here.” He looks up at the ceiling, and I can see energy trailing along his skin, running up his neck and flashing through his eyes. His hair is drifting into the air as the light saturates his body and starts floating up toward the Creep above him. “Time to put this into Pocket Space. Never thought it’d end this way, but . . . can’t say I regret doing this for the people I love. Until Tower’s end . . . Keep your head up, Jacko. I love you. Always.”
The screen cuts out, and I’m left staring across a crater of dying Creep, my chest just rising and falling as I’m trying to understand what I just watched. For a second, I can feel my hand shaking, trembling as I’m standing there. Then my legs start to shake, until the tremors are running through my whole body. It reaches up through my guts, and I feel my stomach muscles locking up, squeezing until I feel sick. I breathe in hard as I gasp for air, doubling over as I feel everything concentrating in my belly. Then I look up at the red sky . . . and I just scream. I scream so hard, I can feel my throat burning. My cheeks are hot, and I can feel streams running down them until they run pass my jaw. I just feel like . . . I’ve got nothing left. The emptiness eating me up inside feels like a pain so intense that I fall to the ground, my knees slamming into what’s left of the Creep and my hands planting on the floor, and I just keep screaming, until my lungs have nothing left and all I can do is cry.
Everything’s quiet for a long time. The only noise that I can really hear is the sick sound of the Creep sliding around, dying tendrils slipping along the floor. The air’s quiet otherwise, as I sit there in the middle of nowhere. In the middle of nothing. I can’t even lift my head, and all I see in front of me is the ground. I’m shaking, and in the back of my head, I can feel those flashes. Those impulses. The burning inside of me that I’ve avoided for so long. The muscles in my arm start to bulge, and I can feel my jaws distorting even as I’m trying to hold on. Even my fingers are starting to warp, the skin along my fingertips starting to slide back. Honestly, I’m a half second from losing complete control when I feel a hand on my shoulder.
“Hello again. I hope I musn’t remind you that this isn’t a road you’ll find pleasant. I’ll only warn you this once.”
Suddenly, I can feel my senses coming back to me and my body returning to normal. I look over my shoulder and stare behind me, to the lovely young woman standing there in a beautiful sundress, her long dark hair falling to the back of her knees. “Anne?”
“It’s sweet of you to call me by that name—” she says.
“But we haven’t gone by those names in quite some time,” another voice finishes. I turn to the side to see Johnny standing there, his face like it was five hundred years ago, before the Creep, but his body still wrapped in a long, hooded cloak. “Judge and Sally will do quite nicely.”
“I should say so,” she tells him.
“Judge and Sally. It’s like a show you’d watch on the telly,” he tells her.
“Oh, perhaps a comedy, then?” She pauses and looks over at me. “I’m sorry. We’re doing it again, aren’t we?”
I don’t say anything for a second as I take a deep breath. “Why are you here?”
“The same reason we always come,” she begins.
“Because you called us,” he finishes.
“You are the only one who can summon us, after all.”
“A consequence of your blood and ours being the same.”
I shake my head as I look away. “Mike’s dead.” That gets a sad look from both of them as I struggle to get back onto my feet. “At least, I think he is. Do you guys . . . Do you know? You can tell, right?”
Sally hesitates as she takes a deep breath. “Are you certain this is what you want?”
“I just need to know for sure.”
“Very well, then.” She glances over at Judge, and the two nod at each other before closing their eyes for a second. When they open their eyes again, Sally’s eyes fall to the floor. “I’m sorry, dear.”
Judge crosses his arms. “If it’s any consolation, he has the peace only a person of his power could find in the Creep. He’s not trapped in the long nightmare. None of those terrible hallucinations that others experience from time to time when they’re absorbed.”
I shake my head. “So, the Creep did kill him.”
“Well, I believe a more accurate way to describe it would be to say he released his psychic self into the Creep and caused it to collapse from inside.” He looks over to Sally. “Wouldn’t you say so?”
“I would say so, indeed. His body was absorbed into the Creep entirely. His ‘spirit,’ for lack of a better word, was already gone,” she says as she steps toward me. “Jackie, I understand we’re not human, but I remember what it was to lose someone. We shared that, remember?”
“Yeah,” I say as I wipe at my face. “Your dad, and Johnny. Well, Judge.”
“Then you know I share your pain. You shared mine so intimately, after all.”
“It’s just . . . he was my best friend for forever. I don’t . . . I don’t know what to do.”
“Jackie, you have the blood of a Judge in you now,” she says.
“And in the history of the Tower, there has never been anything like the wrath of a Judge,” he finishes.
All I can do is shake my head for a second. “So, what do I do? Go after anyone who’s responsible for this? Sally, you just stopped me from turning a second ago.”
“I would never want you to be that monstrosity we became,” she says.
He says, “But that doesn’t mean we don’t want you to be the righteous infliction of retribution that only you can be.”
“Injustice must always be judged. You’re simply better at it than the both of us ever were.”
“You’ve kept your composure where the both of us lost ourselves to the fury.”
“So, do what you must, within reason.”
It takes me a second to digest it before I step away from them. “I called you two, huh?”
Sally smiles. “You always do, whenever you feel you need permission to do what you must.”
Judge nods. “And you’ll call us again, the next time you feel you’ve crossed a line.”
“Unless you’ve forgotten the last time you called us. That day at Highpoint Waystation.”
My helmet materializes over my head as I turn away from them. “I haven’t, and hopefully, I won’t be calling again anytime soon. But I guess we’ll find out. Talk to you soon,” I tell them as the thrusters in my back ignite to life and send me flying through the air. All I know when I leave is that I need to find out what’s happening in Central. The twist is that I’m all out of ammunition.




Jackie’s Recording 29
I know something’s wrong the second I land on the roof of the Skyline Center building back in Central. It’s not just the energy and the vibe I’m feeling. The skies are full of armed Vertwings going between buildings, their spotlights trained on the streets and rooftops. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out they’re searching for someone.
Me.
The thought’s barely crossed my mind before the ground around me lights up, a Vertwing pulling up from beneath the roofline, its spotlights burning a halo of light around me. The second I’m in its sights, the forward miniguns start ringing out, bullets dancing their way up to my feet. I’ve barely realized what’s happening before I’m forced to go running, my legs taking me at high speed to the opposite end of the building.
“Highpoint, patch me into the local patrol feed,” I demand between clenched teeth, my already exhausted body propelling forward while bullets chew up the ground behind me. I come to the edge of the roof just as another Vertwing soars up above the roofline, its guns firing off within seconds. I go rolling out of the way and back onto my feet, the muscles in my thighs burning as I shift into another sprint. The rear camera in my visor is showing both Verts soaring after me, my ear filling up with local chatter.
“Seeker Seven to command, Dark Angel spotted, Skyline Center on 6th.”
“Seeker Five to command, supporting Seeker Seven in pursuit.”
“Seeker Five, Seeker Seven, continue pursuit. Reinforcements inbound.”
I hit the edge of the rooftop and barely even think about what happens next as I go diving over the side, my thrusters firing off as I go rocketing downward into the depths of the city. I angle away as a skybridge connecting two buildings rushes at me, my body pitching away to safety before slamming hard to the right. The air behind me ignites in my fire as I go hurtling between buildings, my mind racing with ideas about what to do.
“The apartment,” I whisper. “Maybe if I can lose them, I can talk to Tommy about what’s happening.”
The thought’s barely crossed my mind before I hear another endless stream of bullets, my body slammed and thrown sideways while my thrusters send me out of control into a groundward spiral. I see another skybridge racing at me, but I fire my repulsors and push away at the last second, my body compressing with the force of the rapid change in angle. I can feel my stomach twisting as I turn downward again, the jets at my back sending me flying even closer to the ground. Bullets are singing past my ears, the Vertwings in full nose dives as they race to catch up. With everything that’s happening, I’m barely able to suck in a heavy breath as I see a web of skybridges coming my way, my fists clenching as I purposely streak toward them. My body rolls left as one walkway almost grazes my shoulder, then I tilt hard at another angle and barely avoid colliding with a second bridge. I’m rolling left and right as I cut between floor after floor of bridges and walkways that connect this part of the city, the fire behind me curling in waves I roar into the darkness.
“Seeker Twelve to command, visual contact lost at 13th and 2nd, beneath the East River District commercial center.”
“Acknowledged, Seeker Twelve, diverting forces to intercept.”
My visor’s giving me all sorts of warnings about what’s happening on street level. There’s more than a dozen signals flashing in my view as I’m closing beneath 50 stories to ground level, and it doesn’t take me more than a second to realize they’re all power armored troops. I take myself out of my drop and start flying forward again, just as energy blasts are cutting upward into the air. They slice past me, barely missing as I’m streaking by. Overhead, lights are flashing down on me from above as more air patrols roar out of the side streets, their guns erupting as they angle toward me.
I rock back and forth as I fly through, dodging one burst of fire only to get caught by another. Bullets streak across my back, and the air around me erupts as one of the repulsor arms mounted to my armor explodes into fire and electrical sparks. For a second, I acknowledge that I’m not going to be as maneuverable as normal, but the thought vanishes as a burst of laser fire catches me in the chest. The energy dampeners in the suit were already down, and I feel the heat of the blasts as they soak into my chest, my body going into a freefall as another rain of bullet fire bounces off my body.
I’m spinning out of control, the ground racing toward me fast, but I fire off my thrusters at the last second. My body goes spiraling down an alleyway, cutting hard to the north and barely avoiding the mob of power armored troops on street level. I’m streaking between buildings, making hard rights and lefts while staying so low to the ground that I’m scared I could plow into someone. Finally, when I think I’ve put some space between me and the crowds chasing me, I switch off my thrusters and hit the ground running. The next second, my armor’s vanishing from my body. In armor, they can track at least a little of my energy signatures, especially with my stealth tech offline. Without my armor on? Good luck finding me. I’m just one more person in a city full of them. I keep cutting between side streets and narrow alleys while I’m on the move, until I’m sure I can’t hear anybody still chasing me.
It gives me a chance to stop and take a deep breath. Everything’s hurting, and I’ve been taking more hits over the last 12 hours than at literally any other point in my life. Still, I can’t stop for long. I creep up to the corner of the building I’m standing by and take a look onto the street. Somehow, I’ve made it all the way up 1st Avenue, all the way to the northern edge of the East River District. “Only a few miles away,” I whisper, smiling as I do. “That’s just a quick run across midtown. Should be fine.”




Dodger’s Recording 16
I’m pretty much on edge when the knocking at my window nearly sends me jumping. Immediately I grab the rifle on the kitchen table before creeping over to the living room. I’m literally just duckwalking my way along when I realize there’s a face in the window.
“Jackie!” I blurt out as I rush over, undoing the latch and tossing the window up. The second I’ve got the thing open, she comes tumbling inside. The first thing that comes to mind is she’s out of breath. That’s something that just doesn’t happen with her. Plus, she’s not wearing her armor. “Are you alright?”
“Water,” she says with a pant. “Please?”
“Of course,” I say as I lead her back into the kitchen. She falls into a chair and slumps over, her head resting in her hands. I turn the faucet tap and pour a glass for her. I’ve barely gotten the drink onto the table before she grabs it. I mean, it’s gone in pretty much one gulp.
“Thank you,” she mumbles, exhaling as she leans back in the chair. It takes her a long time before she says anything. “The last 12 hours have been one huge nightmare.”
“Yeah. I know, sadly.”
Her eyebrow cocks up at a hard angle as she looks over at me. “I’ve just gotten done getting batted around by Creepers, fighting two superpowered humans aboard a giant robot, and escaping an assassination attempt by Yousef. So, I guess this is when you tell me what I’ve missed out on.”
Thinking about it makes me feel like there’s air trapped in my chest, and I have to breathe hard just to get air in my lungs. “Tommy’s gone missing and nobody’s heard from either the War Council or Advisory Council since the fighting stopped.”
“What?”
“I don’t know why. Ever since the communications went dead, I’ve gotten in touch with some of the other buildings to do some counts. Block leaders, like Michael Patel. People, medical supplies, weapons, that sort of thing. It’s a plan that Colonel Martin put together before he went missing. And Tommy. I don’t know if Tommy’s alive, or . . .” Thinking about it makes my chest clutch up. “No. No, they’ve got to be keeping Tommy somewhere. He’s not . . .”
“No,” she tells me, reaching out a hand and her eyes locking with mine. “He’s not. He’s fine. Do you understand?”
“Yeah. Yeah, you’re right.”
“They would have taken him alive, as leverage, when they realized I was still alive. Just in case Yousef’s kill order wasn’t successful. Dodger, I’ve spent the last few hours having guns pointed at my face and being chased across rooftops just to get here. Eventually, they’re going to realize I probably came to the apartment, so I don’t think I can stay long.”
“Jackie, I don’t get what’s going on here.”
“Yousef used us to get rid of his . . . “ Her head drops down and her hands wrap behind her skull. “His sister. She was leading the raiders.”
“What.”
“I think the whole plan was to get her out of the way and anyone else that could have given him a fight. He used something. I don’t know what. Maybe some kind of poison? It killed her and almost killed me.”
When she says it, I can actually feel the moment my heart comes to a complete stop. “Was his sister . . . Was she infected with the Creep.”
“Yeah. How did you know?” She asks, and I can feel myself hyperventilating as I think about it, my breath coming faster and faster until Jackie leans over to me. “Hey. What’s wrong?”
“I did it,” I gasp. “I helped Doctor Watson make that virus. It has to be the same one, the one we were working on in the lab.”
Jackie shakes her head as she leans back. “That’s . . . He tricked you. He lied to you.”
“Jackie, I got a girl killed because I created some bioterrorism weapon and delivered it right into Yousef’s lap.”
“And I let him use me deliver it to that girl, but we’re not the ones who did this. Okay? Yousef planned all this. Yousef. Do you understand?”
It takes a second before I really get my composure back. “Yeah. Yeah. Okay. We can’t focus on that.”
“Exactly. So, tell me what the situation is here in Central.”
I look down at the floor and just shake my head. “They’ve got soldiers on the streets and in the air. The militia got back into city but . . . there were a lot of losses, not just because of the fight with the raiders but because of the Creep.”
“Yeah. It hit, hard. It was a total mess out there.”
“Well, with the militia out of it and no leadership, things’ve been quiet. It’s like we’re all just waiting to find out what happens next. The truth’s that we all think . . .” I swallow hard. “That Yousef probably killed the councils. Jackie, what are we going to do? It feels like . . .”
“Dodger.” I see her take in a deep breath as she gets to her feet. For a second, she looks at the ceiling, her eyes closed as she takes a few more breaths. Her armor starts to form around her in a wave of blue light, slowly forming around her before she looks back at me. “You’re in charge here now.”
“What do you mean?”
“We’ve spent the last few months talking about how one day you might have to get back into the fight. This is it. You’re in charge here in Central while I’m gone. If we don’t have any leadership then you’re going to have to step up. I don’t know who else to trust the city with.”
“In charge? I can’t be in charge of anything.”
“You already are, Dodger.” She steps over to me and puts her hand on my shoulder. “While Tommy’s been handling the politics, you’re the one who’s been here in the community. Your old troops still respect you and people all around the city knows the work you’ve been doing to try and make their lives better.”
“So, what am I supposed to do?”
“Keep doing the counts. People, supplies, weapons, just like you said. Follow that plan Martin put together. Get talking with block leaders around the city and work through them, because we’re going to have to fight back at some point.”
“We can’t though, Jackie. Yeah, we’ve got guns here in the buildings, but the firepower on the street’s too heavy to go against if we don’t have some real support.”
“You will have support. I’ve already got a plan. I’m going to make Fort Silence split its forces into two, and I know the local militia will side with their friends and family once the fighting breaks out. Like we’ve been saying forever, we have the numbers advantage in Central. We just need to get everyone organized and get Yousef to split his troops. So, start organizing, and then just wait. You’ll know the time’s come to fight back when you start seeing the troops leaving Central for Fort Silence.”
“Jackie, not even you can hold off an entire army.”
“I’m not going to be in this fight by myself,” she says as she looks toward the window. “I made a mistake a long time ago of thinking every raider was the same. They’re not. From the way Ishara talked, from what I saw at Fort Delaware, I think a lot of them just want what anyone else wants. They just want to make a decent life in this world. The Tank was a symbol, an idea of what the future could be like for them. A future where they were unified and successful. Now they don’t have her, but that doesn’t mean that the symbol is dead. Ideas live longer than people, so I think if we get the raiders to help us, we’ll be able to take the fight to Fort Silence. We’ re not going to do it with just the militia.”
It’s all almost too much for me to process. “It’s still . . . it’s still going to be hard to win here. What if we can’t pull it off?”
She looks at me one last time. “It’s all going to be over in one day. That’s the only way this can go. The night the fighting starts, wait for me. By the morning, I’ll be here. I promise.”
“Okay. Okay. I trust you.”
Her eyes go wide as her head shoots to the window, her eyes cutting through to the street. “Get down!”
“What?” The words are barely out of my mouth before she leaps at me, her body covering mine as we slam to the floor. A second later, bullets are flying through the walls and tearing through the room. Jackie’s teeth are locked tight as she growls.
“He’s going to get everyone killed if I don’t do something,” she screams as the bullets stop for a second. “You know what you have to do, Dodger.”
I barely nod as she turns around and leaps out of the window, the entire frame of it shattering apart as she goes flying out and toward the Vertwing hovering outside the building. Its minigun is starting to warm up as she flies toward it, but those clawed gauntlets of hers latch into the sides of the gun and rip it clear from the aircraft. A second later she’s slamming to the street below, the minigun scattering along the ground as the Vertwing limps off into the air. When I look along the road, I get a sick feeling in my stomach. There are soldiers everywhere down the block in both directions, but that’s not what’s making me sick. There in the middle of the street, not far from an armored transport, is Yousef.
The two of them stare at each other for a long second before the general shouts at her. “Dark Angel. How good to see you. I’ve decided to be merciful even after everything you’ve done. I’ll give you a painless execution if you surrender without a fight.”
“You know that’s not the way this is going to go.”
“Oh, I know. But, in the interest of our friendship, and of course our moments of brief romance,” he says in a moment that sends Jackie’s eyes flashing red, “I thought I would give you the opportunity. After all, it’s clear this war has been won.”
“I went easy on you before, Yousef. I’m not going to do that a second time.”
His hands work the button of his dress uniform until he’s stripped his jacket off, leaving him bare chested in the night air. He’s gigantic, like he’s been on growth hormones and his muscles were chiseled from marble. “I don’t know when I ever gave you the impression that I was going all out with you.”
“If you want to end our dance, then I’ll end it, you maniac.”
“It does end tonight, you freak,” he barks back at her. “But not in the way you expect.” Without another second of waiting, he launches at her with so much speed that he crosses the distance between them in a second. Cybernetic implants in the legs, I think to myself as he slides away from one of Jackie’s punches, his golden hand returning at her with an uppercut that hits her square under the jaw. When he angles his back toward me, I see some device implanted between his shoulder blades that’s glowing golden light, and I have to think it’s where he’s getting his power from. He practically folds in half as he leans back away from Jackie’s swing, and a second later he’s back up, his fist crossing at her and slamming her across the helmet.
Pieces of it shatter underneath his hit, and Jackie goes stumbling to the side. Yousef’s barking at her the whole time he walks up to where she’s standing. “Do you see now?” he shouts to her. “We don’t need your kind to protect humanity. The human spirit, our intellect, our innovation, can preserve our species. We can enhance ourselves without corrupting what we are.” Jackie tosses a flurry of punches, a few jabs that miss followed by a cross and an uppercut that Yousef slides away from. He brings up a single hard punch that just rocks her in the stomach and sends her staggering backward, blood shooting from her mouth and splashing across street. That’s when I realize she’s not healing. “We don’t need half breeds like you. Corporations who didn’t care for the divinity of the human soul, the purity of our nature, ruined this world to make monsters. Monsters like you are, Jackie Coleman.”
She punches upward at him, but he turns aside, his leg kicking at her and cracking against her knee. Jackie screams as she hits the ground, and Yousef grabs her by the back of the head, his fist bashing her in the face over and over until the front of her helmet breaks off entirely. I almost can’t believe what I’m seeing as she’s kneeling there, his fist cocked back and ready to drive down into her. “Of course, we can’t forget your friend, Michael Chapman. Just another example of the corruption of our species.”
Jackie growls as she’s sitting there on her knees and screams, “Don’t you say anything about Mike!” And right in that second, her armor vanishes from around her and she’s pushing off the ground, her arms wrapping around Yousef and lifting him into the air. For a long second she’s got him elevated before she turns, the two of them slamming into the ground. Except now her body’s shifting, her jaw distending from her mouth as three massive claws shoot out from her forearm. Of course, Tommy told me about it, but . . . it’s something else to see her completely pass the Alexander Limit. The two of them struggle there on the ground, rolling over each other until she’s got him pinned to the street.
Jackie deflects Yousef’s arm just as his palm is starting to glow, then drives those claws of hers down into his shoulder. He screams when they punch right through him and into the pavement at his back, blood flying through the air as she rips her fist back, but he doesn’t waste another second. He slides his legs into his chest before kicking upward into Jackie’s stomach. It sends her stumbling back, and that’s all the opening he needs to leap forward onto his feet.
Jackie’s rushing him at blinding speed, but that golden light from his back erupts and, almost faster than I can follow, he speeds back at her. Somehow, he slips underneath her outstretched claws and hits her with enough force from his golden fist that she just bowls over, blood flying from her mouth again as Yousef holds her on her feet with his palm pressed into her stomach. All I see’s that golden light forming in his hand before he shouts, “Wild animals need to be put down!”
And then the back of Jackie’s body explodes apart as a beam of energy blows through her, evaporating her armor and sending pieces of her disintegrating into the air. The second it happens, she screams with so much force that I can feel it rattling in my bones, her body immediately shifting back to human as her armor reforms around her. Maybe it’s an emergency system to keep her alive. I don’t know. All I know is she collapses, falling onto her hands and knees in the street where she just struggles to keep herself up, her hands shifting through a pool of her own blood as Yousef walks up to her.
“I told you at Fort Silence that you had one opportunity to finish me, or you would never be able to strike me again. Well, it seems I forgot you feral animals have an extra form you can take,” he says as he walks up to her, the yellow glow in his hand charging up again as he holds his hand just a few inches from her face. “I’d offer you last words, but that’s a grace we reserve for humans.”
And maybe I’m blowing any chance I have of ever leading any kind of revolution, but I put my rifle to the window, flip it to fully automatic, and start emptying out every bullet I can into the street. The second I start firing, Yousef looks my way. It’s for all of half a second, but in just that one moment, Jackie’s thrusters erupt at her back and send her rocketing straight up into the air. I don’t give them a chance to start firing at her. I slap another magazine into my rifle and start spraying the road, sending people dodging for cover for just long enough that I can disappear back into the apartment. I’m immediately reaching for the gloves me and the doc worked on at his lab before vanishing into the hall.
Outside, everyone’s out of their apartments and watching as I’m rushing away. That includes Cynthia and Mandy, who just nod at me as I’m running by them. At the far end, Yazzie’s there, looking terrified. She yells at me as I’m coming up on her. “What the hell are you doing?”
“Getting out of here,” I tell her as I slip my gloves on. “The energy signature on these gloves is too low for them to track. I’ll disappear into the city for a while. Lay low. You take care of things here and we stay in communication on our private channel.”
“Yeah. Yeah, okay,” she says, her voice sounding panicked as I get the gloves on, the tractor pads mounted on the top of them glowing with blue energy. “Are those things really going to work?”
“Doctor Watson helped me make them. When’s the last time he made anything that didn’t work?”
“Point taken. Be careful.”
“You too,” I tell her before I give her a brief hug. Then I’m leaning outside into the darkness of the alley, my eyes following it down to the next street. Without waiting any more than a few seconds, the tractor pad on my glove fires down off and latches onto the surface of a building. I suck in a breath as I squeeze my fist, the tactile programming in the glove responding to my gesture and the cable retracting. Suddenly I’m launching through the air, my body flying through the alley and into the dark between the buildings. The whole time I’m zipping away, all I can wonder is, how the hell are we going to ever beat someone like Yousef?
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Highpoint Waystation Log 182,511
Five hundred years is a long time to keep an eye out on the world. It’s so long that you stop thinking anything can surprise you, not that I’ve gotten a good look at things since the Following Fall. Being stuck in one place for five centuries, well, you sort of get used to the mundane. The repetitive. It was Jackie that showed me life could still be exciting, that there were things out there in the world worth fighting for. I might be older than her, but I’d needed someone to remind me of that. Makes sense I grew so fond of her almost from the moment we met. Like two ships passing in the night, except I was the Titanic ready to plow my way headfirst into an iceberg and she was the rescue ship.
If it sounds like I’m attached to the girl, that’s because I am. So, when the doors to Highpoint Waystation start opening up after hours of not hearing from her, I’m at full attention. I know right away that there has to be something wrong. Turns out I’m right.
Those blast doors into the station were strong enough to keep the Creep out when it was at its worst. Isn’t a weapon I know of that could put much of a dent in them. It’s just how they were designed. They were also designed to keep out just about anyone. Anyone without the suit Jackie was wearing the first day she waltzed into my life. Anyway, the second those doors start to slide away into the mountain side, I’m running to the entrance. The whole time I’m on the move, I’m thinking up a dozen things that might have happened to make Jackie go quiet for so long.
My curiosity’s proven right when I see her body fly through the entry, her rockets cutting out the moment she’s inside and her body banging hard against the ground. She bounces off that cold metal floor and goes rolling along until she slides to a stop. My eyes are scanning her the second she lands, and I’m not picking up much to give me hope. All I’m registering’s a faint heartbeat and some bare brainwaves. It’s the worst I’ve ever seen her, and I’m immediately scooping her off the ground.
The poor girl might be seven feet tall and weigh a few hundred pounds in her armor, but Apeiron didn’t design me to some wilting flower. I’ve got her in my arms in one second and in the medical bay a minute later. Everything in that room’s been designed to work with her armor, and the second she’s on the bed, her suit’s evaporated into Pock Space and left her lying there in her jumpsuit. When I finally get a look at her, I almost can’t believe what I’m looking at.
I’ve seen the girl soak in so many bullets that you’d be able to recycle the casings and make a building out of them. Seen her get hit by forces so hard they would shatter the side of a tank. So, you’ll forgive me if I’m more than a little shocked to see her stomach blown wide open. Normally, that’s a problem the Creep would take care of in a minute or two.
Only problem is . . . it’s not.
Where there should be something, there’s just a hole. Creep’s done some work, gotten some repairs done, but it’s basically her sitting on that medical table with her guts hanging out. Almost a minute after she’s been laid out, she starts convulsing, and I can hear her airways closing up as she’s fighting to breath. Readouts on the medical table start blaring, telling me something I already know. She’s dying, and there isn’t much time to do something about it.
I’m immediately rushing out of the lab and back into the lobby of the station, the metal floors clanging under my feet as I get up to my face cabinet. “Medical Mechanic,” I announce to the computer, and a second later, the lid on the cabinet’s sliding up and out of the way. There, laid out inside, are all the faces I’m compatible with. At least, all the ones I know of. Major Mechanical, for when Jackie needs a military mind. Robo Repair, for when I need to get the station tuned up. Right now, it’s Medical Mechanic I need, and I don’t hesitate for even a second. My fingers are at the sides of my face in an instant, the invisible seams of my faceplate lighting up as the front of my face detaches into my fingertips. I’ve got it stored without further delay and got my Medical Mechanic face lined up with the seams a second later. I feel when the face attaches, my personality shifting just slightly and a flood of information rushing through my brain, and then I’m immediately turned around and rushing back to the medical bay.
The second I’m there, I know what I have to do. I can say thanks to my Medical Mechanic face for that. I’ve got my hands rushing for tools that I’d normally be completely in the dark about. One of the first things I do is get a look at the screen behind Jackie’s bed. “A virus,” I mumble as I inject her arm with a serum that’s going to make things worse before they get better. It’s technically known as Dragyn, a modification of an anti-virus compound developed in the Old World in a part of the Deadlands they once called Boston. The cure could have revolutionized medicine, until Apeiron took over research into it and closed the door on releasing it to the public. The genius part of the whole cure was that it could look specifically for infected cells. Actually, it was Jackie who had the idea to change up the virus and make it compatible with her own cells.
She’s a smart one, I’ll give her that.
At the same time I’m letting Dragyn do its work, I’m doing my best to keep her from bleeding out completely. That means pumping a cocktail of tranquilizers into her that’d normally be enough to knock out a horse. Even with the virus working its way through her, the Creep makes Jackie pretty tough, and it takes a lot to knock her out. The second she’s motionless on the table, I’ve got a cart rolled over to her with about six tanks full of Creep inside of them. Again, Jackie’s idea. We took samples from her and replicated them just in case things ever got bad. I realize, as I’m standing there, that the kid’s got the kind of foresight that’s about to save her life.
Creep’s viscous, kind of like liquid muscle, and making sure it gets where you need it to go isn’t a complete science. We’ve got the tools, but it’s strange trying to apply the stuff using what amounts of a jury-rigged gun. The stuff shoots out the barrel, but in slow, long streaks. It’s like spreading hot glue on paper, except this stuff starts reaching out into her stomach and grabbing for her guts the second it’s coming out of the barrel. Creep’s got a mind of its own. Best I can do is guide it to roughly where it’s supposed to go and let it do the rest. Meanwhile, I’ve got an eye on the screen so I can watch her vitals as the anti-virus makes its way through her system. Then I’ve got to get a needle in her so I can start pumping her with new blood from our cold storage. Like I said, kid thought of everything, but I guess I had a helping hand in some of that.
If I’m making this sound like a breeze, well, it’s not. Just getting through the first stage of the procedure takes over an hour. Then I’m constantly having to reapply more Creep as parts of Jackie’s cells die off. It takes a few hours before the Dragyn does its thing, and I’m stuck babysitting Jackie’s organs until the Creep finally starts to make a comeback. It isn’t until I start seeing the muscle growing back over her belly that I’m convinced she’s going to pull through, and that’s a few hours after she landed. Anyone else with her kind of injury would have been dead the second it all went down.
Funny thing is, I may not be able to feel tired or exhausted, but I still feel stressed. When I got put together, my makers wanted me to get the full human experience. That includes feeling strained when times get tough. Only difference between me and any human’s that I have the advantage of being able to stay focused. Most folks get too high strung when things get tense. I don’t. Never do. Maybe that’s why I like Jackie so much. The kid’s always able to keep her head straight and make the right calls when it comes down to it. I’m not really sure what I’d do if I ever lost her.
So, with all the surgery done, I settle in for the night and get ready to watch. Sure, I could power down for the night. Highpoint would wake me up if Jackie took a turn for the worse. But, I decide to stay up and watch her, just in case. I know it’s irrational. Guess it’s that human side of me I was built with.




Erin’s Recording 01
I’m halfway through a bottle of whisky when one of the fellows waltzes through the door. “Tell me something I don’t know,” I tell him without taking my eyes off my glass.
“We’ve lost all contact with the Tank. We think she’s dead.”
My eyes roll over to him. “I said, tell me something I don’t know.”
“The men want to know what to do next.”
“Next? Seems we just lost the war. Unless you think we’re in a strong position now that that bastard Yousef’s able to fly his ship around the Deadlands with nothing to stop him.”
“Well, shouldn’t we be getting the men ready to make another strike? Or at least tell them to get ready for an attack?”
“Sure. You do that. Tell them to man the walls. Get all the power armor we’ve got up and running and put our vehicles out on the perimeter.”
“And what about you?”
“I’ll be out there,” I tell him as I grab the bottle and let it roll in my palm. “But could you give me just one damned minute to mourn over here? I just lost someone fairly important to me. A man gets to shed a few tears, don’t he?”
“Yes, sir.”
Then, just like that, he’s back out of the door. Problem is that I’m the one left holding the reins once the Tank’s gone. Both of the Tanks, if you catch my meaning. Not that most of the crew knew what was going on behind the curtain. Sure, Ishara was scared that Yousef would find out she was down here, in the south. That’s why she let Tara be the public face of the whole operation. I still remember when they filled me in on what was going on. They needed someone who’d be their man of the people, someone who was engaged with the troops one day to the next. I was comfortable with that, even though I’d never run an operation bigger than my crew. Erin’s Army. Fierce enough raiders to be sure, but nothing compared to what we became once we came south to Zone Delaware. Ishara had the military training to bring the clans together, and Tara was the size of, well, a tank. Most of the men fell in line just because they were scared of Tara and that laser firing arm of hers.
Now though? They’re both gone, and I’m the next one up on the chain of command. If you’d asked me five years ago if I wanted to be running things for hundreds of thousands of people, I’d have told you no. My feelings on the matter haven’t changed, but here we are, with men, women, and children all thinking that I’ve got some brilliant plan for getting us all out of this mess. Best I can think’s that we may still be able to get our hands on the Panzer, but only Tara had the codes for making the damned thing work. So, with that sort of uphill battle in front of me, I choose the path of least resistance. Drunkenness, if that isn’t clear enough.




Last Testament of Ishara Suliman 01
To the person who listens to this, I can only assume that you are the person who killed me. I am recording this now, before my final confrontation with my brother Yousef. It is my intention to kill him, but if you are hearing this, then I failed. I leave this recording to you so that you will understand why he must be killed. Why Yousef Suliman is a threat to what is left of humanity.
My father was the old general, Supreme General Mohamed Suliman. He was a hard man from a hard life, who lost his parents to the Creep while living northeast of Central Freedom. As an orphan, he made his way with refugees to Central, where he was raised within the boys academy that prepares young men for militia service. I understand this is an organization that no longer exists, but it did during my father’s youth. It was how he received his military training.
He spent the majority of his life, even at a young age, fighting in the Deadlands. His revenge, I suppose, for what happened to his parents. It hardened him further, and he became the most respected fighter of his generation. It put him on a fast track to command, which is, of course, how he met Nikola Dravic.
Dravic, unlike my father, had only used the militia as a vehicle into politics. He was the son of an old city representative, and his lust for power was the same as it remains today. Dravic trusted no one and felt power was the only way of securing mankind’s future. He believed no one knew better than him the way to save Central, but though he was intelligent and manipulative, he did not command the respect of the militia, though he had served in it. It was only because of the friendship that grew between him and my father that he began to grow in influence, increasing in respect as my father progressed up the ranks. Dravic was the voice of authoritarian rule, and my father was the fist.
So it went, and the two remained close for some time. Not until my father met my mother did any cracks appear in that partnership. It was she who changed his perceptions of the world, she who made him realize his harsh approach to life was destructive. These realizations came nearly too late to stop a plan that Dravic and my father had set into motion. A plan to unleash a devastating weapon upon the Deadlands without care for who was hurt in the process, so long as the Creep was destroyed. The Panzer.
By this time, my father was spending nearly all his time at Fort Silence. He formally broke with Dravic and Central Freedom, relying on the faithfulness of his generals to ensure his departure was successful. Their influence over the soldiers they commanded resulted in Dravic being robbed of most of his military power and the ability to search the Deadlands for the Panzer. However, my father did not want to leave Central defenseless, and willingly entered into an agreement to provide military support to them whenever they might need it.
Yet for his departure, my father was demonized in Central as a traitor. He refused to divulge the plans he and Dravic had developed out of his loyalty to their friendship, but he also feared what Dravic would do with the power of the Panzer. And so, the stories told of him in Central would make him out to be little more than a monster. Those left behind told a lie, and repeated the lie, until the lie became truth, because one man had honor and the other did not.
The ‘real’ truth, though, is that the monster died the moment he met my mother. From that time onward, he softened. He learned to love. He applied his genius toward the greater good. And then he and my mother had children. Yousef, and I.




Dodger’s Recording 17
So, the plan. Jackie made sure I knew about the plan, the one that Colonel Martin drew up and put together. From scrambling our communications to ways of getting through the city, to even secured locations where troops could fall back, Martin thought of it all. It was only because of the maps he included with his plans that I was able to get away into a remote part of the city, one where it’d be hard to track me.
After following the map for a while, I find myself about three miles south. Three miles of breathing hard and watching my back, until I reach a building that looks like it’s hundreds of years old. I mean, that far south in the city, it’s located in one of the unpowered parts of Central. So, at first, it’s hard to really know where I am. That late at night, with everything pitch black, I can barely see a few feet in front of me. When the building I’m looking for finally comes into view, it looks beautiful, but . . . you know, ancient. Columns, and statues, and all of it’s made from stone and concrete. It looks so different from the huge towers surrounding it on all sides, but almost all of the oldest buildings in Central got surrounded by skyscrapers eventually.
Anyway, that’s not my destination. No. My map takes me not far from the building, to stairs that lead down beneath the streets. A long time ago, the old tunnels beneath Central were shut down to prevent the Creep from flooding in. Not this one. With my flashlight on, I walk down the stairs into a tunnel that runs off in two directions, with tracks on the ground that trains once used to get around. On the opposite side of the tracks, set inside a curve of the wall, is a massive plaque. The middle’s filled with a laurel wreath, with two figures seated on either side like some guardians watching the grounds. My flashlight’s burning through the dark as I step up to it, my eyes going to the number “1900” inscribed on both sides.
“That was . . . seven hundred? Eight hundred years ago,” I whisper as I’m standing there in the dark, realizing just how old that place is. Then, my eyes go to the middle of the plaque and the words that are written there. “The first municipal rapid transit railroad of the city of New York,” I read quietly. “Suggested by the chamber of commerce, authorized by the state, constructed by the city.”
“It’s quite the piece of history,” a voice says out of the darkness, and I suddenly spin around. My fists are raised and I’m ready to fight as a cloaked person steps into the beam of my flashlight. He’s tall, and broad, but I feel like I recognize the voice. “Good to see you made it, Lieutenant Anne.”
“Who?” He starts to pull back his hood, and I immediately recognized the worn lines in his forehead and the hair that’s receded far back along his head. “Colonel Martin?”
“When I caught chatter on the comms that you’d escaped, I figured you’d end up here. After all, this was at the top of my list as far as fallback points.”
“I thought you were dead. We all thought . . . well, I don’t know what we thought. We haven’t heard anything from Central Primary since . . .”
“Since Yousef had everyone killed.”
The words feel like a knife sliding up through my stomach, and my breath just empties out of my lungs. “Tommy. Tommy, did he . . .”
“He’s alive, I believe, although our dear friend Yousef took him prisoner.”
“And you? How did you get away?”
“Fortunately, I’d been dismissed by the president to take care of other duties. When I realized something was wrong, I didn’t think sticking around to die would be the best decision.”
“You left the president behind?”
His eyes sharpen at me. “I made a tactical decision that, if the president was already dead, then the best course of action was to fall back and bide my time. Wait, until I could rally the militia. Unless you think I should have volunteered to die for a man that would have already been dead by the time I got to him.”
“I’m . . . I’m sorry, it’s just . . . so cold.”
Martin nods as he breathes in deeply. “I feel it. I regret. I made the decision I thought was best, but . . . I’m not going to stand here and tell you that I’m happy with what I did. But I know the president would have been mad as hell if I’d gone back, only to get myself shot dead.”
“You’re probably right.”
“You, though. Let’s take care of you. Come on.”
“Where are we going?”
“I chose these tunnels for a reason. Didn’t you study the map?”
“I tried. There was kind of a lot in there.”
“But you know the basics. The roads up top and the best ways of getting around the backstreets.”
“Yeah. I made sure everyone does. Every city block leader was drilled on all of this.”
“You’re a good soldier, lieutenant, even if you’ve spent the last few months convincing yourself otherwise,” he tells me as he takes me farther down the tunnels. “A long time ago, the entrance to these tunnels were closed down, but you can still navigate around the old tunnels if you want. You can get around large parts of the city down here.”
“I’ve stumbled on some old picture, here and there. Floating trains that took people across the city, floating over maglev tracks as they shot across town.”
“Then you’ve only seen the newer pictures. In the old archives, we’ve got photos that were preserved of this place from when the trains actually traveled on the rails. Before Pocket Space generators, they used overhead wires to send electricity powering through the train. It’s really something, seeing photos of people who used to wear suits and ties every day to get to work. Like staring into another world.”
“I didn’t realize you were such a history buff.”
“You think I always wanted to be in the militia? I wasn’t born with a gun in my arms.”
“Okay, but then what did you want to be?”
“Not a soldier. Not originally. I used to spend time scavenging the unpowered parts of the city, looking for anything I could find from the Old World.”
We’re passing beneath arches that are laid with this gorgeous tile and chandeliers that are hanging from the ceiling. They haven’t been powered in centuries, but they still look beautiful. It’s like walking into the past. Even with everything going on, I can just imagine what life was like, back before all this fighting. You know, when people woke up, walked down the sidewalk and down into the tunnels, hopping on trains that took them across town and to work. I can only imagine what it was like back when the power was on and the tile glowed under the light. “Are you sure you picked this place just because it’s well connected?”
He steps onto an upcoming platform and helps me up, smiling as he pulls me off the tracks. I can’t help but notice the lift bike sitting outside. “It was just good fortune that the best fallback position in the city was a place like this.” As soon as I’m on the small platform, he puts a hand on a door and pushes in, leading us into huge, lit room.
I have to stop and catch my breath when we step inside. There’s crates in there that I immediately recognize. “Weapon crates?”
“Rifles. Grenades. The basics. The one place we never really gave Yousef access to was the Green Zone. Conveniently, we’ve always kept a large stock of weapons there. But you should know that.”
“I’ve never seen the weapon storage in the Green Zone, so I’ve never really known how much weaponry we have there.”
“Not enough, but we can distribute weapons throughout the city using these tunnels, if we’re careful about it. Using these tunnels, we can actually empty right into the Green Zone itself using hidden access doors built into the old infrastructure. We can even get militia members around.”
“But the subway entrances are all cut off.”
“Yes, the main entrances. This city’s old, though. You read the plaque.”
“1900.”
“The city fathers built countless secret entrances into the subway tunnels. They’re small, basically just doors. If you had to get a hundred troops out, they’d die in a slaughter as they tried to squeeze through. Move them secretly though, and you can reinforce positions throughout Central, just as long as you don’t bring too much attention to yourself. But, again, we still run into the problem of just not having enough people or weapons.”
“That’s going to change. Jackie’s out there.”
“So, she did survive? I thought there had to be a reason there were so many patrols out there earlier.”
“She did. She’s going to go get reinforcements, and she said she’d try and pull most of Yousef’s troops out of the city. After that, we’d have a fighting chance with whoever was left.”
“Did she give you a timeframe?”
“No.” I frown as I look away. “Actually, she didn’t look too good last time I saw her. Yousef put a hole right through her stomach with a blast from his hand.”
Martin stares at me like I’m crazy for a long second before shaking his head. “I guess that does line up with him blowing the roof off of Central Prime. If she got shot by something like that at point blank range though, how do we know she survived?”
“She did. Believe me, I know.”
“Lieutenant, military strategies can’t be developed based on hunches. There are lives on the line. There’s—”
“Colonel,” I say back, my voice dripping acid when I do. “She’s alive. You don’t know Jackie. Even after all this time, you don’t know her. I do. She’s alive, and she’ll get in touch the second she can.”
“Okay,” he says with a bow of his head. “To be totally fair about it, I was wrong about her before. I’m trusting you on this one.”
“Good. Then maybe we should start thinking about getting ready to fight back.”
“You took the words right out of my mouth.”




Highpoint Waystation Log 182,512
It must be a couple of days that I’m waiting, a time when I’m basically watching the kid around the clock. She’s got me so turned around, I forget to keep logs for the first time in something like five hundred years. Once Dragyn finishes doing its thing, the Creep I’ve put into Jackie’s body starts finishing up the job. All I can do by that point is watch and wait, making sure that her vitals stay where they should and her body’s patching itself up. By day three, her stomach’s completely repaired itself, internal organs and all. That doesn’t bring her out of that coma, though.
No, that takes a couple of days longer. I’m sitting in the main lobby, trying to pass time and pretend I’m not worried by keeping an eye on the outside world, when I hear footsteps from the hall behind me. By the time I’m out of my chair and looking behind me, she’s standing there in her jumpsuit, her hand wrapped around her stomach. I can feel the wave of relief hit me like a tsunami, and then I give her a smile. “Kid.”
“John,” she says as she takes a step my way. Her legs are weak, and she has to brace herself against the wall, but she manages to get closer. “How long was I out?”
“Been more than a week. You came in looking worse for wear. I lost all connection with your armor after you fired off every missile in the arsenal.”
“I forgot about that.”
“Forgot about leveling every building for ten city blocks? That’s impressive, even by your standards.” She rubs at her forehead and closes her eyes, like she’s concentrating real hard. “Do you remember how you got here? What happened? All I saw was you fly in with a hole the size of a small child torn right through your guts.”
“Yousef happened. After the fight at the Panzer, I went to Central. He figured out where I was, and we got into it. Obviously, I lost the fight.”
“He’s that good, huh?”
“He’s faster than anyone I’ve ever fought.” She looks past me, to the half circle monitoring station where I do all my work. Hanging above it are all the holographic monitors we use to keep track of the station and the outside, except I’ve got all of our cameras focused on what’s happening in the Deadlands at that moment. “Let’s talk about something else for a second. We’ll have too much time to game plan for Yousef later.”
“It’s your call. You’re in charge here, you know. Whole place was made just for you.”
“It was made for whoever wore the suit. And don’t talk like you don’t run thing around here, John.”
“I just keep the lights on.”
Jackie’s throws one of those shining smiles of hers my way before she walks up to the screen. “How are things in the detention center?”
“Same old, same old.”
“Everyone being fed?”
“You might be out of weapons, but we’ve got enough food to last until the next apocalypse.”
“Let’s go check on them. It’s been a while.”
“Like I said. Your call.”
She nods and leads the way out, still taking slow steps at first before she finally gets some of her strength back. The poor girl’s still looking a little sluggish as we make our way down the hall, but I can tell she’s getting a little stronger with every step. Still, she reaches out, and I gladly give her an arm to help her walk. She wraps our arms tight together and leans on me as we work our way to the elevator, riding it down into the bowels of the station.
When we hit the bottom floor, the doors slide open, and one light after another turns on with a thump, lighting the way forward between square cells that stretch out into the darkness of the mountain. Each cell’s box shaped, not very large but glowing on every side with an energy field meant to keep the perps inside. Entire place was designed as part of the station’s original design, as a place to hold terrorists operating in the old country. Jackie’s turned the whole operation into a prison for every raider she ever managed to take alive, which was a lot. The kid went out of her way, on more than one occasion I might add, to not kill them and lock them away instead. She did that knowing it’d mean she’d have to take a few more bullets to the chest than she’d have liked.
“Everything looks good,” she says as we’re walking between the cells. Inside, we can see the raiders glaring at us, some of them screaming. Most just look away, but they have to know it was either this or be killed. Jackie saved as many of them as was possible. “We haven’t had any trouble in the cells? No repairs that would have been risky?”
“Risky? You honestly think any one of these punks would have been able to put up a fight against me?”
“I guess not,” she laughs. “You’re kind of a strong guy, John.”
“I may be able to crush a steel bar in my hands, but you’re the one who can lift a tank.”
“Not in my current condition.”
“You’ll get it back. You always do. I managed to get that virus out of your system, so you should be back to normal in no time.”
“The Dragyn worked?”
“Like a charm.”
“I see you’ve got your Medical Mechanic face on.”
“Sort of had to with you bleeding all over my medical bay floor.”
“It was that bad, huh?”
“You came crashing in here on your suit’s autopilot and looked like you’d been bled dry. It was pretty touch and go there for a while.”
Jackie takes a deep breath as we turn a corner, swinging back the way we came. Some of the raiders spot us and ignore us, looking at their tablets instead and watching any one of the movies in the mountain’s database. She looks at one, then another, staying quiet for a second before saying, “Yousef was planning all along to use me to get to his sister.”
“And with her out of the way, there’s no one to keep the raiders together, which means Yousef’s going to rain holy hell down on the Deadlands.”
“She was the one unlocking all the old military tech and teaching the raiders military tactics. If we want to battle back against Fort Silence, we’re going to need to get them on our side.” Jackie waves at the prison cells. “After everything I’ve done to them, is that even possible?”
“War’s war, kid. You never know. If it turned out you’d saved as many of them as you could, fed them, kept them safe, then you may get a few of them to listen to. You don’t exactly come off as the killing machine some people think you are.”
“So, I go to them and let them know we’ve got a bigger problem to deal with, then I use the prison here to prove that I’ve always tried to do what I thought was right. That I didn’t ever just want them dead. Not like Yousef.”
I pat her hand and feel her fingers wrap around mine. Funny thing, the sense of touch, and how much more important it’s become since Jackie showed her face. “Seems like you’ve already got a plan going.”
She pauses as we stand at the elevator for a second. “I do, but we need to get some things nailed down first. I need all the records we have about the Advanced Reaction Core system. There’s got to be something about it in the old Apeiron files. I’m also going to need the lab. I want all of the backup lines of my Creep cells we’ve got in storage.”
“Getting back to the old science habit, I see.”
“Got to make mom and dad proud somehow.”




Erin’s Recording 02
It’s been more than a week since the showdown at the Panzer. Shamed to say it, but I spent more than my fair share of that time at the bottom of a bottle. Fortunately, I had good people who were willing to pick up the slack. After a few days, once I came out of my stupor, I realized we hadn’t had an old fashioned tribute to Tara. A wake. Maybe because I refused to believe she was dead.
Which is a funny thing, because the day I was finally coming out of the bottle was the day one of the men exploded into my quarters, looking like he’d seen a ghost. He looks at me like a crazed man and shouts, “Sir!” The fellow’s loud enough to burst my eardrums. “We’re getting a message from the Panzer.”
“What’s that now?”
“There’s a message coming in from the Panzer, addressed for you.”
“I’ll take it on my tablet,” I shout back, grabbing the device off my desk while he vanishes out of the room. In a second, I’ve got a video signal lighting up the screen, and I almost laugh out loud when I see her face. “Tara! Tara, I thought you were dead.” She looks worse for wear, her face all bloodied and her skin pulling tight against her bones. Still, it’s hard not to look at what shocking white hair of hers and feel the fire in my soul lighting up. “I thought for sure you were dead. Creep around the Panzer’s been too thick for us to get through, but I was planning to send someone to look for you the moment it cleared. I’m being honest, I—”
“Erin, if you’re receiving this,” her voice begins, and I suddenly feel the flush of joy emptying back out of me. “Then I need you to know something before I die.”
“A recording.” The realization douses that fire I’d felt. All of one moment of joy, only for it to be crushed beneath reality’s boot. I toss myself back in my chair and mumble, “Well, let’s hear it then.”
“You probably know that Ishara is dead. And, you know what that means for me.”
“That you died, too.”
“That I’m not going to last much longer. But, I wanted you to know how much I appreciate you. How much you meant to me and Ishara. And, now that we’ll be gone, it’s up to you to lead the Sha’b.”
“I can’t, Tara. Wasn’t a time I was cut out to lead so many. How could you ask such a—”
“I also want you to know that Ishara put in a backup plan in case something like this happened. A lockout system meant to prevent anyone from using the Panzer except for someone with the right password. You’ll know what it is when the time’s right.” She tries to take a deep breath, but it’s shallow, and she looks like she’s hurting as she tries to take in any air she can. “Get the Panzer online and destroy Yousef. Our mission is in your hands now.”
“Tara.”
“Erin, believe in yourself like me and Ishara believed in you.” She takes one last, pained breath as she closes her eyes. “Goodbye.”
And then it’s just me, my eyes staring at the screen for a long moment before looking over at the bottle on my table. The God’s honest truth is that I’d rather just drink the pain away, but I sit there and reconsider. Creep’s still too thick around the Panzer for us to reclaim it, so that only leaves us with one another thing to do. Hold that wake. “Alright then, Erin,” I tell myself. “Let’s think this through. A wake in one more week, maybe two, once I’ve had the time to put together something truly special. Something that Tara and Ishara deserve. In the meantime, I’ll ask around with the clans. See who wants to lead a mission into that deathtrap around the Panzer. How hard could it be to get volunteers?”




Last Testament of Ishara Suliman 02
My brother was born with the worst impulses of my father. Competitive. Prideful. These qualities are not, of themselves, condemnable. Prideful men and women still learn to temper their pride into a confidence they wield for the sake of others. Competition drives mankind to achieving the incredible. However, when divorced from compassion and justice, a person’s pride and aggression form a destructive rot in their very soul.
Still, my mother tempered Yousef’s worst impulses, for a time. She taught him about art, music, and the culture of the Old World. In the arts, she showed him the joy of enjoying beauty for its own sake. She taught him the value of a single human life. Much like she had done to my father, she showed Yousef that fighting and violence were not the only paths in life. And so, my brother followed my mother’s guidance and became an actor. Fort Silence had grown more and more relaxed even from the first days when my father had declared its independence. It had grown less authoritarian, less like a police state, and more democratic. It became more open to the personal freedoms of the individual. In that space, there was room for the theatre once more, for music and the arts.
And for a time, it was good. My brother became sweet. Caring, even if his aggression and pride never faded. He simply channeled that fire into what he loved. The military, and the theatre. A warrior poet, Yousef became a fighting prodigy at the same time he became known for his skill on the stage. Of course, I also carried the pride of my father, though I was never plagued by it as Yousef was. Still, my pride drove me to become a relentless fighter all my own. And, in place of the arts, I pursued science.
I studied with my father, whose knowledge of the science behind military weaponry was beyond compare. Perhaps he was never as skilled at researching crop growth or Pocket Space fields, but his intimate acquaintance with military research was never surpassed. Together, he and I imagined a dozen scenarios and the military responses that would be required to meet them. We dove into all the records from the Old World we could find, exploring both Apeiron and Carthaginian databases for knowledge about military weaponry.
Our research into those old databases is what led us to first create the system that Yousef wears today, the Advanced Reaction Core system. However, it was also how we discovered Apeiron’s military cache network spread throughout the Deadlands. Troves of military equipment from the furthest northern reaches of the city to the southern tips. And that is how the strength of Fort Silence grew so rapidly. From a respectable military outpost to the dominant power of the region, Fort Silence grew as we unlocked more and more cache outposts.
This was also how my father, secretly, continued to pursue the two weapons Dravic had always desired most. The Dynamis, and the Panzer. Discovering the Dynamis was my father’s crowning achievement, a moment when all of Fort Silence believed, if only for that one moment in time, that we could fight back against the Creep. However, my father continued to pursue the Panzer without letting anyone else know. Not even I. He knew that the one weapon truly capable of fighting the Creep was yet to be uncovered. So, for some time, I toiled alongside him, not realizing that the caches were not our final goal. We spent days and nights together, trying to pry information from computer systems and databases that had long been corrupted in the hope of saving mankind.
And then came the day that my mother died.




Dodger’s Recording 18
It’s past midnight when I see Yasmine walking up to me in the back alley. Even in the low light, her silhouette’s impossible to miss, with those huge tangles of her hair falling down around her head. When she sees me, she stops for a second, checking me out to make sure it’s, well, me. “Tiffany Anne,” she whispers as she reaches out and wraps her arms around me. For a second, she holds onto me before stepping back. “Um, I mean lieutenant. Sorry.”
“Yasmine,” I whisper back. “Tiff’s fine. I mean, we are friends. Though I’m not going to lie, I do prefer Dodger.”
“Yeah. Yeah, obviously, Dodger.”
“Did you have trouble getting here?”
She huffs at the tangles of hair falling across her face. “No. Well, almost no trouble. The maps are great as long as I’m in the back streets. Getting across the wider roads is still . . . Well, ‘harrowing’ seems like the sort of word you’d use for it.”
“That bad?”
“Still lots of patrols on the streets. It’s a big city though. They can’t be everywhere. How are you getting around though?”
“Underground tunnels. There are secret entrances everywhere around the city. Which, by the way, whenever you talk to the other building leaders, tell them to go over their maps again. I literally didn’t realize that Colonel Martin had laid out a whole way of getting around the city using the underground network. Everyone needs to memorize where the entrances are. It’s the most important part of the plan, got it? When everything goes down, we’re going to need to be able to move people above and below ground. Okay?”
“Yeah. Got it. Do you actually know when that’s going to be? When we’re going to make a move, I mean.”
“I don’t know. We move when Jackie moves.”
“Is she . . . Are you sure she’s alive?”
“She took a pretty bad shot. I’m sure she’s still recovering.”
“What if she’s not?”
“She is.” I look her dead in the eyes. “Do you understand?”
“I don’t doubt it. But if she wasn’t. What then?”
There’s this second when she’s looking at me, and I see something I haven’t ever seen in Yasmine’s eyes. Real fear. I struggle to respond, my chest tightening before I shake my head at her. “Then I’d make another plan. Okay? I’m thinking up everything I can right now. Me and Colonel Martin are working on this together.”
“I believe you. I trust you, Dodger.”
“Well, I trust you too. That’s why I came out here. I’m guessing you brought the stuff?”
“Yeah. It’ll take a few minutes to pull it all out of my Pocket Space window and move it to yours though. Wish we could just tune into each other’s frequencies from farther away.”
“If we could move stuff across the city without needing to be close to each other’s Pocket Space generators, we wouldn’t have any problems moving guns around town to get everyone armed. That’d probably make life a little too easy though.”
“What’d you need all this tech stuff for, anyway?”
It makes me frown a second as I look away, my eyes going down the alley for a second. “You know that I think I suck at this leading thing.”
“I couldn’t have told from your last year of moping.”
“Shut your gob,” I say while trying to hold back my smile. “I just, I felt like if I am going to lead, then I have to do it my way. I’m not some great general or tactician but . . . but I’m really good with tech, you know?”
“Yeah, obviously. I mean, you made gauntlets that can swing you through the air from building to building. I’m pretty sure everyone knows just how good you are with gadgets and electronics and stuff.”
“Well, that’s my point, you know? I’ve been thinking . . . All the weapons we use are old school. Bullets, gas, that kind of thing. Sometimes energy weapons, but the militia doesn’t have a lot of those. All the tech Fort Silence uses, or at least most of it, runs on Pocket Space energy flow.”
“I’m following you. So, what about Pocket Space energy?”
“I’m thinking I can use the tech in our repulsion poles to emit bursts that will interrupt those flows. Not forever, but long enough that we could fight back. Just, imagine if we could shut down a street full of those powered armor suits, even if it was only for a minute or two. We’d be able to wreck them.”
Yasmine looks concerned, but she’s smiling at the same time. “I’ll be honest. I don’t have any idea about how that would work, but if you could get it to work, then we’d probably have a better chance of surviving this whole thing.”
“I learned a lot about Pocket Space when I was working on the gauntlets with Doc Watson. The tethers in the gauntlets are fired out of Pocket Space, like an endless supply of rope to swing from. Almost endless.”
“That’s  genius.”
My eyes go wide. “He is a genius. You don’t even understand. I can only hope I’m half as good with tech as he is one day.”
“Dodger, if this plan works, you’re going to save a lot of lives. No one’s going to care about which one of you is smarter.”
I chuckle as she’s hauling out equipment to transfer between our Pocket Space windows. “How’s Patel?”
“He’s got his block ready to move when you give the signal. We’ve been coordinating with other people from our company. People we can trust. This is really scary though. We’re depending on people scattered all across Central to get hundreds of thousands of people moving to the Green Zone when the call goes out.”
“It’s disorganized now, but once this all starts, I’ll be coordinating it. It’s not like it’s going to all be chaos. We’re just having to keep things quiet for now so Dravic doesn’t pick up on our plans.”
“Like I said, I trust you. It’s just a scary time to be in the city right now.”
“Well, I’m the one living out of a subway tunnel, so believe me. I get it.” 




Tommy’s Recording 34
It’s impossible to tell what time it is when Yousef walks in the door. I just look up from the bench I’m lying on and see him glaring at me. He’s wearing that tight-fitting olive uniform, his closely shaved head forming a silhouette in the light. “You know the rules,” he says as he adjusts the black glove covering his left hand. “You can go on one of two conditions. You tell me where Jackie Coleman went, or you beat me in a fight.”
“I told you that I don’t know where she went,” I bark back at him as I slide off the bench. “Even if I did, I wouldn’t tell you.”
“Then you know what you have to do,” he says calmly back to me. “Defeat me.”
“Do you get some sort of kick out of this?”
The edge of his lips curve upward just a little at the mention of it. “Actually, I do. Enemies of the purity are enemies of humanity’s future. Of course I enjoy defeating my enemies.”
“Yousef, what the hell’s wrong with you?”
“Nothing,” he says as walks quickly across the room. “I’m the only person trying to save this world from the monsters that would destroy it. The only person trying to avenge my mother and my sister while the rest of you sell us out to literal monsters.”
The words are barely out of his mouth before he takes a swing at me. His punch is slow. Purposely slow, like an animal playing with its food. Still, I duck underneath it and swing up at him, only to feel his other hand crack me in the ribs. It doubles me over before he grabs the back of my head and drives me into his knee, my vision going black as I go flying backward, blood streaming out of my nose. Before I’ve tilted back too far, he grabs me behind my head, by my hair, and throws me sideways into the wall. The second I hit, my ear bursts with a ringing as I slide to the floor, my lips dripping blood onto the floor.
Yousef stares down at me with this cold, blank stare. “Get up.”
“Why? I can’t . . .” I pause for a second to spit the blood out that’s pooling in my mouth. “I can’t beat you. Especially not with that thing you’ve got strapped to your back.”
“You’re right,” he says as his golden arm grabs me by the collar and lifts me up. His other arm reels back and punches me right in the face, my head rocketing back when he connects. “You’re completely sure you don’t want to tell me where Jackie is?”
“I don’t know where she is!” I scream at him, only to feel his fist driving back into my jaw. For a second the world fades to black before my vision comes rushing back in. “Why . . . why are you doing any of this?”
“You know why. You were there, in the war room, when the councils were killed,” he says as he winds back up and drives his fist into my face again. The black at the edges of my vision close in on me again when he hits. A second later, he twists and sends me flying to the ground, my body rolling along the floor before I feel his foot connecting into my stomach. It sends another shot of blood firing from my mouth as I struggle to stay on my hands and knees. “At best, the leaders of Central were too weak to take the actions necessary to save mankind. At worst, they were betrayers of the species, handing our future over to people like Jackie and Mike. Mike had the strength to tear apart city block after city block. Jackie? She could tear apart armies. But you called them friends.”
“They . . . they are my . . .” I don’t have the time to finish before his foot connects with me again, sending me rolling onto my side
“Don’t say it,” he growls as he starts kicking me over and over, his foot driving into me until I feel like my guts are going to explode all over the ground. Finally, he stops, his feet taking him in small circles inside my cell. “You’ve seen what people like them become. I’ve heard the stories about Judge and Sally, but you still want to give our future over to people like them. They’re not the only monsters out there, Thomas.  I’ve seen them, seen what they could do. You think Jackie and Mike are the only ones with powers? Are you really so naïve that you think Jackie, of all the people in all the world, is the only person who managed to adapt to the Creep?”
“She saved us.”
“She would have killed us in the end!” he screams as he drops to a knee, his hands clutching at my collar again. “Mankind inherited the earth, then lost the earth because it tried to play God. The only solution is for us to erase our mistakes. Remove the cancer. Do you understand? They must all be wiped out. The Angels who play god with our lives, harassing us from the shadows. Every monster that Apeiron created. The Creep, but also its children, like Jackie and Mike. Because if even one of them survives, we risk losing the people we love to those monstrosities.”
It takes me a long time to open my eyes and stare back at him. When I finally mange it, it’s like I’m staring at him through a halo light. I can make out his eyes though. That one, golden ring in his pupil that keeps spinning as he looks at me. When he finally comes into focus, I manage to get just a few words out. “You know . . . you’re worse than Judge ever was.”
He shakes his head as he looks at me. “Thank you, Thomas, for proving I was right. You’ve become misguided and lost sight of who the enemy really is. I’ll have to keep coming back until you realize your mistake in judgement.” I’m about to protest when he reaches back. The last thing I see is his golden fist crashing down into my face. In the next instant, I’ve blacked out.




Personal Recording of Devleena Kumar 06
“Torres.”
She throws a look my way, her face looking too small for that giant suit she’s wearing. It just doesn’t look right without a helmet. “Yeah, Sarge?”
“Is everyone still with me?”
“Explain.”
I shrug my suit’s giant shoulders while I slap my rifle to the magnetic plate on my back. “They’re all still going to follow me. They get what’s about to go down.”
“Oh, that’s what you’re talking about. Look, you don’t have anything to worry about. The Metal Heads have your back, nobody else’s.”
“Not even Yousef’s.”
“They didn’t rat on you about Heavy Metal, did they?”
“No. I guess they didn’t.”
“What’s up? It’s not like you to be nervous.”
I’m not going to lie. That does make me smile. “Don’t let the rest of the guys know.”
“Never. I’m just a little surprised.”
“I’m asking people to leave their posts. Of course that’s got me nervous. We’re traitors after this.”
She turns to face me more directly. “Is that all that’s bothering you?”
“No. No, I guess not. Everything that went down with Roberts . . .”
Torres nods. “Yeah. That’s tough. We’ve all known each other since we were kids. You remember when we all first met?”
“How could I forget? My family had been living around Fort Silence for maybe a couple of months. Omar Suliman had helped us and about a hundred other people get settled, then asked for recruits to join the military. Including kids.”
“Including kids. I’d lived in the area since I was a baby, so things were scary after the fort broke off from Central. But, the old general kept things running. Kept everyone safe. When he started offering a chance to enlist, with all the perks that came along with it, my parents really thought I should get enrolled. The minute I was old enough to, I did.”
“So, your family wanted the extra food rations too, huh?”
“And the extra learning. Best scientists north of Central were inside the walls of the fort.”
“I remember my parents wanted the same thing, too.”
“And that’s how we met. Training camp. Me, you, everyone who’d eventually become part of the DEC.”
“Including Roberts.”
“Including Roberts. So, you’re talking twelve years of living together, learning together, fighting together.”
I take in a deep breath. “Only difference was his family’d been military too, fighting under the old general when he was still allied with Central.”
“And that’s why I’m not surprised he believed in the purity more than almost anyone else. His whole family history was tied up in the idea that Fort Silence is the good guy and anything that disagrees with the general is the bad guy.” She hesitates a second as she looks down at her hand. “The three of us all started our training together. We were all friends. I think I did was the right thing but . . . I’m not proud of it.”
My eyes go over to hers as I place a giant, armored hand on her shoulder. “He was going to kill the Angel. She hasn’t sent us back any proof of anything yet, but . . .”
“But we both see what’s happening here in Central.” She looks away, to the group of troopers standing in the distance. “They’ll follow you anywhere if you make the call because they’ve known you almost as long as I have. They’re committed to you more than the general.”
“And what about you, Torres? You said you ‘think’ you did the right thing. You won’t resent me if I take us deeper into all this mess and get us involved in a rebellion we might not win?”
“You know, when I shot Roberts, it’s because I’d just seen what the Angel had done for us. Actions, Kali. That’s all I’ve ever respected. You can come down here and bust our asses, but you’ll also do everything you can to make sure we all come back alive.” Her hand flexes a few times as she tries to work through her words. “And if what everyone’s saying about the councils getting killed off . . . If the general really did that . . .”
“Yeah?”
She looks up at me. “What do I go back and tell my parents when they ask if I’m proud about what I’m doing? I can’t defend a man who’d just shoot down anyone he disagreed with. Even if that’s the general.”
“So, you’ll fight with me? No matter where it goes?”
“I’ll be with you right until the end. No matter how it ends.”
I take a deep breath and smile at her. “Good, because I don’t think we can wait on word from the Angel. The genera’s in the process of switching over control of Central to President Dravic, and I’ve got this bad feeling that once Dravic’s locked in, he’s going to be keeping a close eye out for everyone going in and out. I’ve met cruel men, normal men, and scared men. Dravic’s not any of those. He’s paranoid man, the kind you wonder if he’s sleeping with a gun under his pillow at night.”
“That doesn’t sound good.”
“It’s not. It’s exactly the kind of person you don’t want running a ship. The kind that gets so scared of his own shadow he starts firing into the dark.”
“Makes you wonder how he got that way.”
“I don’t have to wonder,” I tell her as I lock my death’s head helmet over my face. “I know how he got that way. You looked out the window lately? At the shit storm our world is? Dravic’s the kind of person who sees all that and think it’s a way for him to put himself at the head of the breadline. Problem is, he knows it makes him a lot of enemies. He might not realize it, but he’s living his life like he’s counting the days until the executioner shows up, trying to get as much for himself before he finally bites the big one. That’s why we’ve got to get out of here. Sooner instead of later, he’s going to start cracking down on Central. I’m not sure there’ll be any way off the island when that happens.”
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“Give me the multiscreen,” she tells me.
“You got it, kid.” I don’t even have to tap at a button. My link with Highpoint Waystation makes it happen just by me thinking about it. The second it’s a thought in my mind, more than a dozen holographic screens start hovering in front of Jackie as she stands at the lab’s command desk.
“I need to see all our data on Creep cells, including images.  Show me both standard cell lines and Sally cells. Then give me what we have on Pocket Space. Anything to do with how Creep cells react to Pocket Space along the bottom row.”
“Of course.” A second later, almost every screen hovering in front of her fills up with files, documents, graphs, pictures, and video. Some of what she’s got in front of her’s images of Creep cells at work, and other screens are showing energy readouts we’ve recorded from Pocket Space. “You sure learned a lot about this stuff while you were here.”
“I should have kept studying when I was in Central.”
“No way they could have had everything on file that we do.”
“They didn’t, but I could have come back to Highpoint once in a while. Not visiting . . . Well, that was a pretty bad mistake.”
“Now don’t go doing that patented Jackie thing you do where you beat yourself up all afternoon.”
“Believe me, everything in me wants to, but I don’t have the time,” she says as she swipes at one screen, the text changing as she dives through files. A flick of her hand swaps out the screen she’s looking at with another one down the line, and a second later, she’s leaning back and staring at images of Creep cells in motion.
“Mind if I ask what we’re looking for?”
“Timeframes. We need to see what the Creep is doing the exact second a window is popped open.”
“Well, you’ve always had a hunch that the Creep’s taking its energy out of Pocket Space.”
“It’s what I’ve always thought, and from everything we found, that’s probably what’s happening. That’s why the Creep’s so sensitive to energy coming out of a portal. The problem’s that we don’t know actually know what the relationship is. What if it’s the other way around? What if Pocket Space is being created by the Creep?”
I smile. “You don’t actually think that.”
“No, but I’m also not sure that the relationship between Pocket Space and my cells are as simple as you’re thinking.”
“Believe me, I’m ready to have my mind blown.”
“Well then, just look at this,” she tells me as she points to two screens, the top one filled with Creep cells and the bottom one filled with video from her fight at the Panzer. “We’ve got all this new information to go on that my suit’s been collecting. See here?”
I’m looking at the bottom screen moving in slow motion as windows into Pocket Space rip open in the air. “Alright. Pocket Space, from when you dropped those bombs on the city. I get it.”
“This is just the visual feed.” She taps at the screen, and it turns into a hazy blur of images, like a kaleidoscope of colors. Still, even then, the images vaguely look like the battlefield where Jackie was fighting.
I just shrug. “Okay, so we’ve got energy recordings from that fight. We get them from all the fights you get into.”
“But look at the timestamp,” she says, pointing to the corner of the screen. “Watch. If we let the video go frame by frame . . .” Jackie does just that, letting the video go by so slow you’d think the next apocalypse would hit us before we ever got to her point. Against a field of colliding images in colors ranging from the hottest reds to the coldest blues, a white sliver starts to form.
“That’s the first sign of Pocket Space.”
“The first sign we can see, even when we’re looking at nothing but energy on the screen. By the time we see anything, the Creep cells are already agitated,” she says with a nod to the top screen.
“So, what’s the point here, kid?”
Her finger points at a screen to the right. “This readout caught the first sign of an energy spike before it ever showed up on camera, almost a second before we could see it. The spike happened before my cells became agitated. Then, as the energy kept spiking, my cells kept getting more excited.”
“Then Creep does get its energy from Pocket Space. It flows out of Pocket Space and gets your cells dancing.”
“Right, but I think any scientist, like Doc Watson, could have figured that out. What I’m thinking is that the energy goes more than one way.”
“What do you mean?”
“I opened up a lot of Pocket Space portals to bring those bombs down. That happened because the suit was creating the windows using my mind as a kind of point of reference. The suit used my brain to coordinate the windows opening.”
“Right, and we know exactly how many Pocket Space windows your suit opened up.”
“That’s the thing though. The suit recorded more Pocket Space windows opening than the number of windows that the suit actually created.”
Truth is, that statement makes me pause for a second. “What is it exactly you’re trying to say here?”
“I’m saying that something else, beside the suit, was opening up Pocket Space windows.” She looks back at me. “John, I think it’s time we took a look back at the video.”
“The video. You mean from . . .”
“Yeah. That day. The day of the massacre.”




Dodger’s Recording 19
I almost jump out of my chair when my comms squeaks to life. Martin looks at me like I’m insane, but he realizes that I’m jumping onto a comms channel when he sees me adjusting my earpiece. “Dodger here.”
“Dodger. It’s Jackie.”
“Oh, thank the Builders,” I whisper with Martin still looking at me like I’m a crazy woman. I tap at the earpiece. “It’s Jackie!”
“Ah,” he says, confused. “Well then . . . thank the Builders. Whoever they are.”
“I’ll . . . explain our very complicated and stupid religion to you another time,” I tell him as I turn my attention to my earpiece. “Jackie, sorry about that.”
“Not a problem. Mind if I ask who you were talking to?”
“Martin. He survived, Jackie!”
“I’m happy someone did.”
“He’s been helping out a lot down here.”
“Down where, exactly?”
“Oh, there’s so much you don’t know. I was seriously starting to worry about whether you’d ever call.”
“Sorry. I was busy coming back from being dead for a second time.”
“Seriously?”
“Almost.” She pauses on the other end of the line. “Someone will pick up this signal if we talk too long, so let me get to my point. I’m guessing if Martin’s there that you guys have been working on the plan?”
“Yeah, definitely. We’ve been able to get in touch with basically every building leader and most block commanders. The colonel had an amazing plan ready in case something like this happened.”
“Well, it’s Martin. He might not have ever liked me, but I never doubted how good he was at all this. When things start moving, you think you guys are going to be able to get around the city?”
“A lot easier than I thought. Plus, I’ve managed to put together a bunch of traps. The best part’s that they look just like repulsion poles, but they’ll stop most Pocket Space tech long enough for us to counterattack.”
“What about what’s happening in the colonies?”
“I don’t think we’re going to have to worry about them for now. It looks like Dravic’s trying to close down Central, so he’s leaving the colonies to themselves for now. I’m trying to coordinate with Michael Tan so we have a place to evacuate everyone, to Second Freedom, once the fighting breaks out. It’s looking good so far.”
“That’s . . . that’s amazing, Dodger. I’m proud of you. It sounds like you’re really stepping up.”
“Well, with you gone . . . and Tommy . . .” I feel my breath just suck out of my lungs, loud enough that even Martin looks over at me like he’s worried.
“Dodger. I guess you haven’t heard from him.”
“No. No, I was hoping that Yousef would have . . . I mean, at least let me know if he was still alive. Show some kindness.”
“He only does that if he’s got something to gain.”
“Yeah.”
Her voice softens a little on the other end. “He’s alive, Dodger.”
“I know. I kept telling everyone else you were alive when nobody wanted to believe me. I know Tommy is, too.”
“I’m coming for him, just hang tight. Start getting things in place. I’m working on a few things over here, but I need to find a way to beat Yousef before I move. But I’m coming.”
“I’ll keep an eye out for fire in the sky.”
“I won’t let you down. Jackie out.”
When the signal cuts out, I just sit there for a long time, my tools in my hand as I’m standing over one of the repulsion poles I’ve been modifying. I honestly don’t know how long I’m quiet for. All I know is when Martin interrupts me from my coma, I almost jump out of my chair for the second time. “What?” I almost shout in a panic. “Is something happening?”
“No, lieutenant.” His eyes look sad for a second as he shakes his head a few times. “Dodger, I mean.”
“You never call me that.”
“Well, I’m not exactly your commanding officer anymore.”
“You’re still the colonel.”
“And you’re the one who’s been hustling up and down Central, trying to get this movement off of the ground. I’m also not the one whose who’s been making the traps that might turn the tides in our favor. Not the point though.”
“I’m sorry. I’ll get to working again.”
“That’s not my point either.” He shakes his finger at me. “I understand all of you thought I was always busting your chops. That’s how it is, when you’re in command. When it comes to any fighting force, discipline is the difference between life and death. You keep order at home so that when you’re in the field, you don’t lose your composure.”
“I get it.”
“No, you don’t,” he says with a sigh as he lays his arms forward, over his knees. “Because I’m not explaining it right. What I’m trying to say is that I understand none of you ever liked me, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t respect the hell out of you all. At least, eventually.”
“Yeah, I have a distinct memory of you trying to convince the president to kick us out of Central.”
“When I thought you all might be raider saboteurs? Of course. It was my duty to protect the city. I’m guessing you understand that a little bit better now that you’ve been in the militia.”
“I do. I still wouldn’t have handled it like you did. I might’ve taken a bullet to the shoulder out in the Deadlands, but it wasn’t raiders who turned out to be our real enemy.”
He shakes his head, his hand tapping at his knee. “You’re right, of course. Maybe I was wrong to be so stubborn. Still not my point, though.”
“Then what was the point?”
“My point was that I did come to respect you all. If there’s one thing I learned in the last year, it was not to underestimate all of you who survived the Tower. You were better prepared for surviving in the Deadlands than people who’ve lived their whole lives out there. And if there’s anyone I know who’s a survivor, it’s that boyfriend of yours. Tommy. He’s going to live through this.”
Hearing all of those words does a number to my feelings. For a second, all I can do is stare at the ceiling and try to catch my breath. “Yousef’s already killed so many people.”
“He has. But he needs Tommy as insurance in case Jackie comes back.”
“And she’s coming back.”
“But if you’re going to be a leader, you’ve got to connect the dots and realize you’re just as important to saving the people of Central as she is. Maybe Jackie does take it to Fort Silence. That won’t amount to much if everyone in Central dies. And like it or not, the leaders of every block and building on this island are getting their orders from you now.”
I finally manage to look over at him and take a deep breath. “Why not you? Why are you letting me do all the leading?”
“Letting you?” He smiles and actually laughs a little. “Dodger, I’m more than twice your age, and it’s like I just told you. I might not be in bad shape, but do you really think I could be running up and down the city the way you are right now? I certainly know I couldn’t be putting together these toys of yours. It’s more than just that though. The people trust you. You’ve volunteered in medical depots, schools, supply centers. You’ve busted your back over the last few months taking care of the community. Nobody outside the militia’s seen my face in a decade.”
“And you think that it’s easier for everyone to believe in fighting back because I’m the one leading things?”
“Yes, as much as I hate to admit it. I always thought the president was wasting his time with that stuff when he should have been spending more time at Central Primary.” His chest heaves in as he sighs. “Honestly, it never clicked to me that it was all that time out in the community that made him so popular. You’re free to consider me a fool, if you want.”
“I don’t.” I set my tools to the side and turn in my chair until I’m facing him. “I think all of us get into certain habits of thinking, ‘This is who I am’ or ‘This is the way things are supposed to be done.’ And sure, maybe most of the time, it’s perfectly fine to just do what you’re comfortable with. But then there are times when you should just . . . I don’t know. Think outside your box. Ask yourself why you keep doing things a certain way and if there isn’t a better way of doing things.”
“You’re talking about yourself now.”
“I thought I wasted a whole year running from the militia. I’m not the greatest gal with a rifle or the best hand to hand fighter out here. But I can still . . .” I frown as I look away, sucking in wind as I try to gather my thoughts. It’s impossible to hold back the chuckling as I look back at him. “I can do things my way, you know? I don’t have to be the best soldier to be the best person that I can be. I thought I had to fit into this same mold as Tommy and Jackie and Mike, and just, you know, be a good fighter. But I’m the tech girl. I can make things that help us win. I’m still willing to put my life on the line out here, getting all the blocks organized, but I’ll never be able to fight like Jackie. But, you know, that’s okay. I can still do my part.”
Martin looks at me for a long time with a smile on his face. “You’re going to do a lot more than just ‘your part’ before all of this is done. You’ve got a leader in you. And you’re right. Maybe you’re not the best fighter, but I still know you. You’d die before you gave up on your people.”
“Yeah. That’s right.”
“That’s the sort of cloth that all good leaders are cut from.” He nods to the tools sitting beside me. “Come on. Help this old war dog feel like he’s useful and show me how to help out with these things.”




Last Testament of Ishara Suliman 03
My mother died, like so many of us do, in the Creep. We were traveling in the Deadlands when something aggravated the Creep so incredibly that even our military escort couldn’t drive it back. We were attempting to reach the coast, at the time, in an area we thought was secured. So, when the Creep struck, we were caught by surprise. It was a mistake that cost us incredibly.
Our escort immediately put out the call for reinforcements, but not before we were forced to a stop as the road before us was torn apart by the Creep. Vehicles were flipped onto their sides and men were sent scrambling to avoid the ensuing explosions. The only word for it is chaos. It is what happens when men and women realize, sometimes for the first time, the extent of their mortality. The fragile nature of life.
Except my mother never flinched, even in the face of it all. She joined the men and women we were traveling with, fighting against the Creep. She was more than the wife of a soldier. She was a fighter herself. Without a second of hesitation, she grabbed her rifle and took over the defense. It was the first time that I truly understood why my father loved her so deeply. She didn’t love the arts because she was hiding from the realities of the world. No, my mother knew that books, plays, artwork, it all expressed the human experience, including its worst parts. My mother was intimately acquainted with the terrible nature of our world, more than I’d realized, and was prepared to face it when the call came. She knew exactly what it took to survive in a world such as ours.
To protect her children, she defended us with her life.
My mother was among the last standing when the Creep closed on our destroyed vehicles. My brother and I, alongside my mother and a few soldiers, were trapped together. We were given sidearms, pistols we had been trained with since we were only a few years old, and told to fight for as long as possible. Still, when the Creep swept upon us though, there was no possible way to stop it. It came like a wave, a festering explosion of muscle and tissue. We were all carried in its tendrils, doing everything we could to free ourselves. To free each other.
It felt as if it came for me first. What I remember most is my mother looking my way as one of those vicious tendrils flailed at me, and me on the verge of being carried away. Then I remember my brother, leaping to protect me, his arm held out to defend against what was coming. That’s why it latched onto him first, a long, slithering thing with teeth that slid out from between layers of muscle and tissue. I grabbed onto him, and my mother grabbed onto me. Then, there we were, the three of us in the maw of the Creep, holding onto one another.
My mother faced the worst of it, putting her back to a fresh onslaught of the disease as it broke through the wall behind her. It ate into her back, ripping muscle from bone, but she never flinched. She simply kept herself between it and her children. I remember the feeling of her holding tightly to mine even as she was being torn apart, bravely, quietly facing her fate. Perhaps it was to comfort me in what she thought was our last minutes. With my hand, I held onto Yousef as the Creep ripped his arm from him. It crushed his legs between its tendrils and blinded him with its claws. Still, the entire time, my mother kept staring at us, somehow keeping a brave face through her pain. Then she looked up, past us, with one final light in her eyes, and her face turned to pure joy. In that last second of her life, she was happy. A moment later, when gunfire tore into the Creep and flames burned it back, I understood why. My father and the Suliman Vanguard had arrived, too late for my mother, but not too late for my brother and I.
We were freed within moments and taken to a Vertwing as quickly as possible, my father remaining brave for his two children despite us being near death. The body of my mother was carried by some of his men into a separate aircraft along with the bodies of all those who had died. They left no man or woman behind. And then, we were gone, back to Fort Silence, doctors struggling the entire way to keep me and my brother alive.
When we arrived, my father used the same intellect he had always possessed to develop the means by which to save Yousef and I. Drawing upon all the technology he had been developing, all of his knowledge of Apeiron’s inventions, he went to work saving us. My brother’s arm and legs could never be recovered, but my father was able to attach the neurological and muscular implants necessary to install Yousef’s robotic appendages. However, they required a significant power source, and so my father also implanted the Advanced Reaction Core system into him. The Pocket Space generator implanted in his back acted as the power source, and Yousef’s missing eye was replaced with the implant he has today, the same that grants him his ability to read an opponent and adapt to them.
My brother, on the surface, was in far worse condition than I, but only on the surface. It was beneath the surface, in the blood, where the Creep did its worst damage to me. Infection by the Creep through wounds is almost unheard of, and yet it had chosen me for a host. I was infected, doomed to a fate worse than death. Untreated, the Creep would have grown uncontrollably within me, until I became one of the mindless beasts that wandered the Deadlands.
But my father had other plans. Into me, he injected a prototype nanostream. These were microscopic robots meant to do only one thing: keep the Creep inside of me from taking over me entirely. It was the greatest risk he could have taken. We still don’t understand how the Creep is so powerful, and there was a risk that it would possess me completely one day. Yet, I lived, and my brother alongside me. After weeks of constant supervision and rehabilitation, we finally left the medical facility. Then, and only then, did we visit my mother’s grave.
I remember clearly standing there, on a hill overlooking the coast, where my mother was laid to rest. At that moment, I truly believed with all of my heart that, somehow, my family would survive. And, for a time, it did. What I could not have known was the hatred festering in my brother’s heart. It was the same hatred that would tear my family apart and lead to the war that he and I have now fought for a decade.




Tommy’s Recording 35
“Why do you hate her so much?” I ask Yousef as he’s kneeling beside me, staring as I try to pull myself off the ground. “Is this really all about ‘the purity’ you’re always talking about?”
“I don’t hate her any more than I hate the Creep. You don’t hate a disease. You simply get rid of it. Your remove it from the body and let the body heal.”
“She’s not a disease.”
“She’s a growing tumor, and such tumors eventually consume the body. It’s happening, already, throughout the Deadlands. You heard what that monster, the one who looked like Ishara, said? That this was an arms race?” He smiles. “She wasn’t wrong. I’ve seen it, since I was a boy. There are so many people trying to reclaim the old technology that belonged to Carthage and Apeiron. They’re all intent on repeating the same mistakes and trying to become stronger than the Creep. The faster the raiders are dealt with, the faster I can turn my attention to these people trying to play God. By now, they’ve all heard about the Angel. They all know what she can do, and they’ll be trying to experiment, to repeat what she is capable of.”
He sighs as he looks at the ground. “That monster that looked like Ishara. You saw how strong it was. Most people who experiment with the Creep don’t get that strong, but there are more and more people experimenting. One of them will find a way of weaponizing the Creep at some point. We’ve already met weapon out there who’ve given themselves powers. Most of them only manage to give themselves hallucinations, thanks to the Creep’s unusual properties. Others . . .”
His fists clench and he goes quiet. I have to lean in a little to get him to notice I’m even still there. “The others . . . what?”
“They adapt. They gain powers, like Mike, or Ishara and Jackie. They become hosts.”
It makes me sit back in the chair. “So, you’re telling me there are lots of other people out there who’re just like David Marshall?”
“The . . . scientist, you all fought in your Tower.” He shakes his head and smiles. “You know what a threat people like him are, and yet you still won’t help me in my fight.”
“I won’t help you kill innocent people.”
“I’m trying to save them!” he barks as he gets back onto his feet. “What you don’t realize is what the Creep really does to people.”
“I don’t realize it? I lived through it. I lived in the Tower. People altered their minds with it, or had their minds wiped out completely. You think people like David Marshall are bad? I fought monsters, like Judge, you couldn’t even imagine.”
“I can’t imagine? Jackie is one of those monsters. She may not be now, she may not be tomorrow, but she is feral. I’ve seen it. I’ve seen her bare her claws and fangs. Are you going to tell me you haven’t?” When he says it, it takes me back to that day in her room, when she got angry and broke a chair on me. When her eyes went red and she pulled her claws out. When Yousef sees me hesitate, he just smiles and slowly shakes his head. “You have seen it, then.”
“She wouldn’t . . . she wouldn’t hurt me.”
“You’re right. She wouldn’t. Not any time soon, at any rate. But eventually, in her own time. She has the Creep in her, and the Creep gets the best of everyone in the end.” He turns to the door, which lets in a flood of light as it slides open. “You’re either stupid or naïve if you think she won’t completely turn feral eventually. A person possessed by the Creep cannot be trusted. They will betray you, in the end.”
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I can’t stop myself from thinking it’s a bad idea as Jackie sits there in her chair, her eyes on the screen floating in front of her and her breath coming hard and fast. “You sure you want to do this, kid?”
“Yeah.” Her breathing starts to calm down a little, much to my relief. “Yes. It’s something we need to do.”
“Alright. You tell me if you need anything.”
“I’ll be okay,” she tells me, even if she knows I don’t believe her. “I’m starting the video.”
“Right behind you. Literally,” I tell her as I stand over her shoulder.
“Let’s do it,” she says as her finger hits at the controls of her desk, the video starting up.
To be honest, I remember it all. Too well. I was there, watching it, when it all happened. Video feeds of Jackie from inside the dorm got me an up close and personal view of the first time she turned. We both get a view of it the second time around, watching it there in the lab. It’s . . . a pretty hard watch. There’s the second she finds the bodies. The little girl, Samantha, dead on the floor. Poor girl never had a chance. It’s painful seeing it again, watching Jackie hit the ground and her hands burying into the floor. Literally burying, the gal’s hands pushing down with enough force to dig into concrete. It’s even harder for me to hear her screaming again, her face touching the floor as she’s crying. It doesn’t come up much, but Jackie’s got a scream that puts the fear of God in people’s bones. I don’t even have bones, and I still feel nervous when she does it, like there’s something otherworldly vibrating in her voice.
The screaming’s bad but what happens next is worse. At that moment, when the raiders go charging into the room, things start to go downhill in a hurry. There’s a half dozen of them that come in with their guns already drawn, screaming at Jackie for her to get up off the ground. When she doesn’t, one of them takes a boot right into her gut. Guess the dumb fool must not have realized it’d be like kicking concrete. Still, they’re all about a half second from firing when Jackie’s head finally shoots up.
It’s right then, when she looks up, that she first gets that look in her eyes, the one she carries all the time now. The fire. It burns red in her eyes as she screams with so much force that it bounces off the walls like some ship’s horn bellowing in a cave. It’s all just a lead in though, just some sick prelude to the main story. I’m talking about the one where Jackie loses it for the first time. For lack of better words, it’s gruesome. To watch that pretty face of hers break, her jaw detaching into some nightmarish maw. The bones erupting along her arms and the claws forming on her fingertips.
It all happens in an instant, that monstrous transformation, right before she launches at the raider nearest to her. First guy finds himself with his throat missing, blood decorating the wall next to him. Best you can say is that at least the poor guy doesn’t suffer. He’s pretty much dead inside of a second. There isn’t a person around him that last much longer. Between the whirlwind of claws that Jackie becomes, every one of them ends up lifeless on the floor inside of a minute. It’s what’s left behind that’s hard to stomach, just a crimson painting of torn muscles and guts plastered around the room. The walls are a few deeper shades of red than when the raiders first got there.
Jackie has her fingertips pressed to her temples as we’re watching this, her hands cupping her eyes as she forces herself to keep looking. Still can’t help but feel worried about her. “You doing alright there?”
“I haven’t seen this since . . .”
“I know,” I tell her as I put a hand on her shoulder. “Since that day, more than a year ago.”
“I slaughtered them, John.”
“We don’t have to keep watching. It, well, it gets worse before it gets better.”
“I know. But this is important.”
I squeeze her shoulder and feel as she reaches back to touch my fingers. It’s just for a second, but it’s enough to remind me of why I’ve stuck with her for so long. The kid’s got heart. That’s why I’m more than happy to be her emotional support as we watch what comes next. How the Battle of Highpoint Waystation came to its fateful end. It’s all Jackie at that point, cameras tracking her as she’s running across the courtyard. She moves as fast as a vehicle and leaps high enough into the air to sail over lines of troops. It’s just her, claws out, tearing raiders apart, one piece by bloody piece.
It’s not pretty. There’s no way to sanitize it or cover it up. What she does, in those long minutes after she changes, is a grim sight. It’s not easy to see limbs tossed along the ground and blood soaking into the dirt. It’s also the first time Jackie ever really tapped into her physical strength, and she ends up throwing around those raider transports like toys. When they come falling back to earth, they come down with fire and blood. That’s a good description of how the Dark Angel was born that day.
What bothers me most is the screaming, and not the screaming she’s doing. When Jackie starts charging into those crowds, with all the chaos she leaves behind her, it’s like listening to a choir shouting in terror. It’s almost otherworldly to see crowds of armed and armored raiders acting like scared kids, all of them begging for mercy or shouting for help that just isn’t going to come. We watch what’s literally a small army suddenly turning tail at the sight of one person.
That person, of course, is running with the speed of a transport and crashing into people with enough force to break bones on impact. That person’s got claws out the size of a man’s arm and enough physical strength to tear armor to shreds, not to mention tear apart the people inside that armor. That person’s also soaking up bullets and healing faster than anyone can mow her down. It’s the sort of thing that would put the fear of death in anyone, and that’s why they’re screaming. If you think about it, it’s like trying to get away from a natural disaster. It’s every man and woman for themselves, and Jackie is the hurricane, chasing them down and tearing them apart before they can get outside the gates.
At some point in all of it, Jackie hits the pause button and looks down. Not for the first time, I wonder if it’s getting to her. “How you holding up? Want me to get you something to drink?’
“No, it’s . . .” Her voice is shaking, but she’s working on something. She shakes her head as another screen pops into existence. It’s full of numbers and frequency graphs. “Look at that.”
“Energy readouts.”
“Not just any energy.”
“No. It’s Pocket Space energy. What’s the big deal here?”
She looks at me. “It’s not just Pocket Space energy. These aren’t micro streams like the ones used to power weapons, vehicles, or armor. These are tunnel frequencies, the kind we use to pop open windows.”
“I’m not following you, kid.”
“John, what’s opening the windows? My armor wasn’t upgraded back then. I couldn’t pop in weapons like I can today. This is all before I spent time up here researching my armor upgrades.”
I can’t help but scrunch my face up a little as I’m pondering it. “Could be from anywhere on the base, couldn’t it?”
“Maybe. You know what we’ve never done?”
“What’s that?”
“Looked at these videos using the multispectral camera.”
“You want to see what kind of energy’s being used on the battlefield?”
“Exactly,” she says as she taps at the computer once more time. It only takes a second for another screen to flash to life. When it does, we’re left staring at a familiar sight. Energy patterns. In a fight, you get all sorts of energy readouts. Heat shows up as infrared waves. Light carries ultraviolet waves. Radiation shows up in the form of X-rays and gamma rays. It’s the same technology that’s in Jackie’s helmet, the same technology that lets her switch between different filters, like night vision and infrared vision. Jackie taps at the computer and switches through the filters, clearing out all the filters until we’re left looking at just one type of energy on the battlefield. It’s the energy that Pocket Space gives off. When the image comes up, I can’t help myself. I lean into the screen, bracing myself on Jackie’s shoulder. “What are we looking at here, kid?”
“You tell me, John.”
The truth of the matter is that Pocket Space is always surging. Normally, no one notices it. The only time people care is when they can see it with their own two eyes. Before those open though, cameras like the ones around Highpoint can capture windows that are opening but not exactly visible to the naked eye just yet. It usually doesn’t happen, or not naturally in any case. It takes a power source, like a Pocket Space generator. What I see on that screen gets me shaking my head. “Well, if you’re asking me, then it looks like dozens of Pocket Space windows are getting ready to open.”
“Do you see what’s creating them?”
“I’m willfully ignorant, not blind,” I tell her as I lean back. My eyes follow the energy trails to their source, to the engine that’s ripping apart reality and on the verge of opening up windows into Pocket Space. “It’s you.”
“Yeah.” She zooms in on the screen, and soon we’re staring at thin wisps of energy, kind of like power cords drifting in the wind. They’re all attached between her and those windows. “I’m acting like some kind of Pocket Space generator out there. I’m tapping into Pocket Space without needing any kind of tech to do it for me.”
“You think this was a one-time thing?”
“There’s only one way to tell,” she says as she takes a deep breath. “Let’s load up some more videos.”




Personal Recording of Devleena Kumar 07
We’re marching through the center of the Deadlands, ten-foot tall armored giants making our way through the ruins of the Old World. Ahead of us, we can see the decaying buildings and towers that shrink smaller and smaller the further we get from Central, rare beams of sunlight cutting in between them. I motion to Torres and point down the road. “It’s kind of beautiful, when you look at it.”
I can’t see her face beneath the mask, but she must think I’m crazy. “The post apocalypse?”
“Yeah. Not much Creep here. Just concrete and steel. It kind of makes me think about how inventive people were, once. Just look at all these buildings.”
“It is impressive. We don’t build a lot of things these days.”
“That’s probably what impressed me the most about that guy, Gabriel Branagh. The one who was running Central.”
“Oh yeah? What impressed you.”
“He was just so focused on the future, on building something new instead of just doing the same thing we’ve been doing for the last few centuries.”
“Did you buy into his whole shtick about making peace with the raiders?”
“A few weeks ago? No. Today? With what the general’s done? Or at least with what we think he’s done.”
“You’re wondering if we’re the bad guys. If we were the bad guys, I mean.”
“I think nothing’s really that clear when it comes to war and fighting. Obviously, not all the raiders are good. I don’t regret killing a single one of them that murdered some innocent family or slaughtered some Deadlands colony. My code name means I’m the goddess of destruction, not the goddess of letting murderers go free.”
“But you have some regrets.”
Even through the digital vocalizer in my helmet, she must hear me sigh. “If Fort Silence isn’t as good as we wanted it to be, the raiders couldn’t have been as bad as we’d imagined. Plus, once the general finds out what we’re doing, it’s hard not to think that he’ll talk about us as being just as bad as the raiders, even if that’s not true. All I’m saying is maybe that Branagh guy was right and we need to stop seeing everything as being so cut and dry. Fort Silence is going to start talking about us like we’re some corrupt force for evil that wants to destroy the purity.”
“Which we obviously aren’t. We just want to protect more innocent people from dying. Yeah, I get it.”
“What happened, Torres? When did everything start feeling like it was more complicated than it used to be?”
“Well, we’re not teenagers anymore. This is the first time we’ve ever actually had to question the general. It all started when we touched down in Central.”
That gets a chuckle out of me. “You’re right. Funny how just getting a little more experience changes your mind about things.”
“And now here we are, wishing we’d stopped talking about hunting down raiders for a second and listened to a dead man who wanted to be more diplomatic about everything.”
“Pretty much. I mean, Fort Silence talks a lot about saving humanity, but what did we do except kill and put up walls between us and everything else? What did we actually build? That’s the thing about Central. It’s tried to make alliances with the raiders, with us. They’ve tried to build colonies out in the Deadlands . . . They’re committed to something. It’s a whole different way of running things. I just want to give something different a chance for once. Put down our guns for once.”
“That can leave you dead.”
“Or it can leave you stronger because you’ve got more allies. Think about that girl, Cynthia. She’d take a slug to the chest if it meant to save someone. She’d probably do that for a raider. That sort of stuff wins loyalty eventually. I mean, what would you say our philosophy is at Fort Silence?”
“Scour the Deadlands. Worry about alliances later.”
“And look where that’s gotten the general. Every raider clan out here hates him, and the people of Central want him gone. He can’t keep the fort running for long when that many people hate him, right?”




Last Testament of Ishara Suliman 04
My brother and I grew up. Every so often, his limbs needed replacing, but the modular system my father designed made it easy to replace the arms and legs he had lost. Yousef enjoyed the upgrades so much that he volunteered to have his left arm replaced as well. It was . . . strange, but nobody thought much about it. The surgery was straightforward enough, and soon Yousef was stronger than he had ever been.
I needed more attention in the long run. My father cared for me every night, making sure I did not succumb to the Creep. The nanostream in my blood did its job, but the continual regulation of Creep cells in my blood made me sick. I needed additional supplements, in the form of a weekly injection, to keep me healthy. It was inconvenient, but as long as I adhered to my injections, I felt perfectly fine.
And that’s how life continued for us. For a few years, I truly believed my family had recovered from the loss. Yet the death of our mother made Yousef harder. He stopped performing on stage, even though he continued to read the stories and plays from centuries ago. Yousef seemed completely distant. He ate with father and I each night, before my treatments. He and I continued to train. To learn how to lead.
Still, there was something that changed. It was something that my father saw as well. A . . . harshness in Yousef. Once, father mentioned it, as we worked in the lab. He told me it was something he recognized, because, as a young man, father had once been the same way. It was a cruelty passed through the Suliman bloodline. Blood begets blood, and my father’s cruelty begat cruelty. I was no stranger to it. I felt the same harshness, the same desire to crush the Deadlands while seeking vengeance for my mother. However, my mother’s lessons never left me either. I never forgot the kind example she set. Yousef, as much as he missed her, forgot those lessons.
I’m not sure when my father decided he couldn’t entrust his secrets to my brother, but he must have seen the growing cruelty in him. One day, father took me aside. Took me to see the grand project that he and Nikola Dravic had once worked on together. That project was designed to unlock the many military caches that Apeiron had once built across the Deadlands. Created to counter domestic threats that grew more and more numerous as the August War threatened to break out, the cache system was Apeiron’s answer to any violence that might erupt. Those caches held more firepower than most countries of the day could muster. The caches held more than just guns and ammunition, but tanks and power armor. The strongest ground forces that Apeiron had available, placed at critical locations throughout the city and designed to allow the company’s Security branch to quickly battle against the violence that grew by the day.
But, the greatest weapons in the company’s arsenal were the Panzers. Father knew from information he found in the many databases and computers spread throughout the cache system that one of those caches could track the location of any remaining active Panzer. Even just one of those machines would be enough to make a difference against the Creep. Father’s desires had changed from his days with Dravic. Once, he’d hoped to use the Panzers to enforce order around Central Freedom. Now, he hoped to use it against the Creep, only to deactivate the weapon once he was done. He did not believe a force like the Panzers should be in the hands of any one person.
He trusted me with the knowledge of this system as well as knowledge of the cache network, which he hoped I would access should either Fort Silence or Central Freedom be threatened by some outside force. He did not tell my brother, or even mention it to him. Father wanted to wait until he was sure Yousef could be trusted.
Despite not being told about the cache system, somehow . . . somehow Yousef knew. Knew that father had told me something important, some great secret. I should have recognized the anger then. Seen his bitterness. But he was my brother. It’s easy to forgive and overlook the flaws of the people you love most, even when those flaws may lead to tragedy.
Overlooking my brother’s flaws is why my father died.
Jackie’s Recording 30
I take a deep breath as I’m standing in the lab, my fingers hovering over the keyboard. It’s dark. He likes it that way whenever we talk alone. “Judge,” I ask into the darkness. “Are you there?” It takes a long second before I start to see a silhouette forming in the darkness, just this huge, caped figure. He doesn’t have that young face anymore, not like the last time I saw him. No, it’s the face that I saw when we fought back in the Tower, that wide skull with just a thin layer of skin and those blank eyes staring from underneath the cowl.
“I’m always here,” he says as he steps just a little into the light. “You’re the person who’s still in the land of the living.”
“True. I was just being polite.”
“It is appreciated, and unnecessary.”
“You’re so different when you’re not around your sister.”
There’s a low, deep laughter that fills the room as his shoulders bounce a little. “Together, we tame each other’s feral nature. Apart from one another . . .” His gloved hand gestures down his body. “This is my form of choice.”
“Well, I needed to ask you something. Something I knew Sally wouldn’t like to hear.”
“Ah.” He walks at the edges of the light shining down from the ceiling, his cape just dragging on the floor as he moves up to the edge of the desk. Those vacant eyes look up at me from the edge of his hood as his fingertips rest on the desk. “Then this is about the Creep. The source of your strength.”
“Yeah. I was . . .” I shake my head. “You remember when we fought, right?”
“You killed me, Jackie. How could I forget?”
That gets just the smallest smile out of me. “You’ve got a really dark sense of humor.”
“It seems appropriate, given my current purgatory.”
“Right. Anyway, I was watching video of the day I first went feral. The first time I became like you two. So, I wanted to ask if you knew anything about why I was creating Pocket Space windows. I don’t know. I just thought, you’ve been doing this for five hundred years. I figured if anyone knew why that was happening, it’d be you.”
He looks away for a second before looking back at me. “The Creep manifests different strengths in different individuals. Your physical strength is incredible. You’re stronger than Sally and at least as strong as I was. Perhaps more so. On the other hand, you lack the ability to control the Creep. How could you? You never possessed psionic powers, not like your friend Mike, and those powers become wildly magnified by anyone who bonds with the Creep like we have. But opening Pocket Space windows . . .” Judge shakes his head. “I’m afraid I have no answer.”
“I was afraid of that. Like I said, I just thought I should ask.”
“Was there anything else? Not that I am in a rush. This is preferable to drifting in the Creep’s collective consciousness.”
“I did want to know if you had any . . . I don’t know. Tips? Strategies? I can’t beat Yousef, not the way I am right now. The only thing I could think of is maybe I could beat him if I went almost feral, because then I’d be stronger and faster. But when I’m feral, I can’t control myself. I’m too wild, and Yousef can pick me apart.”
“What are you asking me? Is there a way for you to be as strong and fast as your feral form without becoming feral?”
“Yeah, it sounded like a pretty stupid question when I asked.”
“I’m afraid this is an enemy that I cannot help you with. You may not be able to defeat him one on one, unless you do learn how to take advantage of your feral nature while remaining yourself. I just can’t tell you how to achieve that.” He stops for a second. “Is the fact that you’re considering going feral the reason why you didn’t want Sally here?”
“Pretty much. She hates the idea.”
“She won’t stop you if you decide that’s your only choice. She simply won’t like it.”
“I know. I’m going to try and avoid doing anything like that though. I just needed to talk it out for a second.” I shake my head. “Alright. Uh, you don’t have to go, if you don’t want. I’m just going to be here, working on these cell lines and trying to figure out some way of tapping into them without having to go past the Alexander Limit.”
If Judge can smile without looking completely terrifying, he comes as close to it as possible as he looks at me. “Before I was bound to the Creep, I studied to be an engineer. I may still enjoy a little science. Feel free to use me as your sounding board. It’s a welcome gift to hear someone’s voice other than my sister’s from time to time.”




Last Testament of Ishara Suliman 05
I still remember the final night, before father died. As always, we went to the lab to monitor how the nanobots in my bloodstream were doing. We both saw the data, agreed that my readings looked safe. Then he told me he loved me and gave me a hug goodnight, letting me go to my room while he stayed behind.
And then, the next day . . . I woke up to news that he was dead. Natural causes, they said. Doctors had quickly done an autopsy and concluded that it was a stroke. By the time I was awake, the body was already wrapped in white linen. That was the custom in our family dating back centuries. Religion had never played a strong role in my family, but my mother had been more religious from father. I’d taken after her a little, mostly in her care for the needy. She had spent most of her free time caring for those less fortunate, expanding the work that Fort Silence did caring for those living around it. Fasting, sometimes, and always one month every year. My mother used it as a time to remind us that we all have needs that must be fulfilled, and we should remember the less fortunate during our fasting.
But Yousef only cared about the prayers. How we sulked about the prayers. To him, they were useless. When I think about them, I wonder just how much I believed in it myself. I never mocked it though. Yousef never did either, not out loud, not in words. Still, I could see it in his eyes, the disgust he felt about it. How little he thought it helped. I’d noticed it in him from a young age. When mother died, I continued the prayers, partly as a way of remembering her. He never joined me.
Yet, when father died, he immediately had the body wrapped because of the religious custom. He said it was to honor my faith, to do for father what he thought mother and I would want. In our faith, it is normal to bury the body within 24 hours of the death. By the time I was awake and finding out about what happened, Yousef was already ready to bury him, the second I gave my approval. Maybe I was in shock, because I didn’t think twice. I simply said yes, bury him. It’s what father and mother would have wanted.
It was the wrong choice. I know now that I should have waited. Perhaps I should have had someone else look at the body. I don’t know. All I know is that Yousef somehow had my father killed. Of course, I didn’t suspect him at the time. I had no reason to. It wasn’t until the weeks continued rolling by, eventually turning into another year, that I started to doubt my brother. He was constantly pushing us to be more aggressive. With father’s passing, his more agitated nature started to show more and more. Never toward me, but he was . . . angry. Angry at the Creep, more than anything, but also angry at the raiders. He felt as if they were stopping him from taking his revenge, distracting him from focusing on ridding the world of the Creep and all the people trying to abuse the technology from the Old World.
During the same time, he started to hint that he knew something, that he was aware of some sort of plan father had. I know now he was referring to the cache system. More than that, he was referring to the Panzers. I never told him a thing. Father hadn’t trusted him with the knowledge, and the more aggressive he became with the generals, constantly insisting on deeper pushes into the Deadlands, the more I feared that father was right. I began to wonder if my brother was the war monger that my father had once been.
I still so clearly recall that day between us, sitting in father’s room. Yousef’s room, I mean. I’d deferred the title of supreme general to him, along with the office my father once used. I had no desire for it. In truth, I’d never needed it. I had the respect of the troops and several of the most influential officers of the fort. I did not have the title, but I held power. It was something that bothered Yousef, festered in him over the entire year from the time my father died. He became more agitated with me in private. For perhaps six months, he was able to keep up a façade. That brilliant actor he had once been took center stage. He would tell stories of how much he wanted to be a good leader, to honor our father’s memory. He quoted me poetic lines about responsibility and his duties to his soldiers.
But I suppose that a year is too long, even for a man like Yousef. There came a day when I once again opposed him in discussions with the generals, making it known that I didn’t want to needlessly throw away the lives of our soldiers on useless campaigns against the Creep. Secretly, I hoped to gather enough support that I could safely unlock the caches and better prepare our people to secure the Deadlands. Regardless, Yousef exploded that evening when we were in father’s office. The façade came crumbling down. He insisted that he knew I was keeping secrets from him. He was right, of course.
He told me how much it hurt him that I would keep such secrets. He told me how much it hurt that father had never trusted him the way he had trusted me. I still loved my brother, of course, and . . . I felt terrible. However, I still did not tell him about the location of the caches. Instead, I lied. A small lie. I told him that father had suspected there were significant weapons stores throughout the Deadlands but hadn’t known the location.
Three days later, Yousef asked that I lead a search into the Deadlands for one of those caches. He sent a group I felt comfortable with. Several of my most trusted officers were included, as were several men and women close to Yousef. Our mission was simply to find the cache in an area where Yousef suspected one could be found. I knew the location. I also knew Yousef was wrong. Still, to keep up my lie, I agreed to lead the mission into that part of the city. Yousef said it was appropriate for me to lead, since the weapons necessary for fighting the Creep were necessary to avenge our dead parents.
What I remember most about that day is the first gunshot. The first bullet, when it passed through my stomach. I remember pressing a hand to my body and feeling the warm, red fluid seeping into my skin. I remember turning around, as the skull of one of my officers exploded apart. Then another bullet, close to my shoulder that shattered my collar bone. After that, another and another of my officers falling dead to the ground, staining it red. And then I was stumbling back as more bullets were fired into me, and I watched as the men Yousef had assigned to our team killed off the last of the officers who were loyal to me. I watched as the barrels were raised and fired into me. For years after, I still felt the burning. The pain, as my bones shattered apart. The feeling of darkness closing around me as my blood spilled to the floor.
The nanostream my father injected into me years before had always done its job. The nanobites had always kept the Creep in check. I’d never been able to use the Creep or heal myself rapidly, the way that Creepers do. I’d remained as close to human as possible for years. That day, my humanity is the reason I died. The final memory I have is of me collapsing face forward into the Creep. I was, beyond question, dead.
And yet.
And yet, I woke up. I do not know how long it had been exactly. I know it had been more than a few days. Maybe it was more than a week. Today, I understand what happened. The nanostream was overwhelmed by the presence of the Creep in the area, yet it was able to protect my brain just enough that I never became one of those beasts. At the same time, the bonding process gave me . . . powers. Strength. Endurance. Healing. And somehow, an ability to manifest the Creep from myself.
I must have sat there, surrounded by the dead bodies of my friends, for an hour. Sat, bathed in their blood, bathed in mine, surrounded by the cold faces of people I’d called friend. Of course, I knew it had to have been Yousef who had ordered the kill. No one would have risked such a move without his approval. But, still, my own brother . . . What can make a person hate another person so much that they would kill them? What would make a brother kill his own sister? Only then, sitting in the Creep, did I realize how much the death of our mother had hurt Yousef. It had done more than hurt him. It had warped him.
He wanted nothing else than to destroy the Creep and saw anyone unwilling to help him in the cause as his enemy. That included my father and me. Yet, years from that day, I realize that Yousef had a particular hatred for me. I’d become the very thing he hated most. I’d bonded with the Creep. To him, I was a monster, the very thing that had killed our mother. When I refused to share father’s secrets with him, he took it as a confirmation that I was corrupt, that I was evil. In his mind, my keeping such a secret was all the proof he needed that I was working against him, trying to destroy his vision of what our society should be like.
I only completely understood this in the years to come, as I spied on Yousef or took in refugees from Fort Silence. I heard the terrible words and rhetoric Yousef used, talking about the purity and the need for a human society only he could create. Yousef had learned to hate anyone who was not quite human, blamed such people for the death of our mother. Even worse, he’d learned to think of anyone who opposed him as being opposed to the survival of humanity itself. So, when the time was right, he’d taken me off the board.
That began the war between us. The civil war between Sulimans.




Jackie’s Recording 31
John points to the screen, at a machine I recognize. “The Advanced Reaction Core system,” he tells me. “Better known in its heyday as the Advanced Reaction System. It’s some piece of work, I’ll tell you that much.”
“What are we talking about here?”
“According to the schematics I got my eyeballs on, we’re talking about a direct access pipeline to Pocket Space. Want to know how that supreme general of yours is able to move so fast? He’s powered by a pure stream of energy that keeps him one step ahead of the pack.”
“Lots of machines are Pocket Space powered, but I don’t see any of them moving like Yousef moves.”
“I’ve pinned that down to two reasons, the first being something you’ve mentioned to me before. That eyepiece of his.”
“Right. I’ve seen it glowing, like his eye’s alive or something.”
“It’s scanning. It lets him see what Apeiron scientists called ‘predictive lines,’ basically all of the possible outcomes that the implant thinks are most likely. He reacts to it in an instant because his entire body is supercharged. That ARC system of his though . . . Well, let’s just say there’s a reason it was never put into full production.”
My eyes narrow a little as I look over at him. “What are you talking about?”
“Yousef’s whole body is oversaturated with Pocket Space energy. If the schematics are correct, then he’s got enhancements right down to his neurons. His reactions are faster than anyone else because he not only sees what’s going to happen first, but because the Pocket Space flow . . .”
“What? What’s happening with the energy flow?”
“I don’t even know how to describe it, kid. It’s a little beyond my paygrade, and I’m an android.”
“That’s fine, but you’ve been working on this for days. You can’t just sit there and say nothing.”
He frowns as he looks back at the monitor for a second. “We don’t exactly know how time works in Pocket Space.”
“Right. We know things seem to freeze in there.”
“We also know you shouldn’t put a human into Pocket Space.”
“Because they dissolve into the background energy.”
“But then your Doctor Watson managed to live for hundreds of years by sitting around in a Pocket Space field.”
“John, what is the point? What are you trying to tell me?”
“I’m talking about a man whose body should tear itself apart but doesn’t, because he’s reacting faster than most vehicles can move. That same time trapping effect that Pocket Space has exerts some sort of freezing effect on him, like he’s trapped at the moment he starts to move, even if he’s still moving. We’re all seeing him move, but for him, it’s like he never changed position. His muscles react at speeds that should tear him apart, but it’s like there’s a copy of him stored in Pocket Space that overwrites all the destruction done to his body. It happens so fast, and we’re talking nanoseconds here, that he doesn’t even feel it. His muscles should be ripping to shreds with the strain of him moving so fast, but his body’s composition is frozen at that one instant when he decides to go. It’s that preserving effect that Pocket Space has.”
It’s all hurting my head, and I look at the ground, my hands massaging at temples. “Do we have any idea how fast we’re talking about here? Is it even humanly possible to keep up with him?”
“Not unless you want to start doing to yourself what that machine’s doing to him.”
“That’s right. You said it was never put into production for a reason. What’s happening there?”
“I’m pretty sure there’s a reason Yousef tries not to fight personally unless he really feels a need to. I guess in most cases he doesn’t have to worry about going toe to toe with someone like you. The more he uses the ARC system though, the more it eats away at him. At some point, all that playing with time displacement is going to hit him. All the old documents I read through seemed to say that at some point, all those backup copies will get released all at once, causing his cells to die off in some sort of super aging process. Not the sort of way I’d want to go. The more he uses the system, the closer he gets to that happening.”
“No wonder he tried to use me to kill Ishara,” I say as I look back at the monitor. “He doesn’t want to get himself killed using this thing.”
“That’d be about my guess.”
“And I’m guessing we don’t have anything in the database about Creep that can move faster than this thing?”
“Nothing I saw. Looks like we’re just going to have to keep plugging away at it, kid.”
“It won’t be the first time.” I shake my head and look past him. “Alright. I’m back to the lab. You stick with this stuff and try to find anything else that might help.”
“One more thing before you go.”
“What’s that?”
“You know that thing you do, adding mass whenever you shift into the armor. That’s how you get taller. We always assumed it was because of the Creep in your system.”
“It’s not?”
“Not if our files are correct. Looks like that addition of mass comes straight out of Pocket Space itself somehow. I’m still trying to figure out how it works.”
I rub at my temples as I’m digesting what he’s saying. “Okay, so what does that have to do with Yousef?”
“The general can do something similar, thanks to the ARC system. It makes him faster, but he can also add on mass and get stronger. I hate to say it, but I don’t think we’ve come close to seeing what he can do when he’s at full strength.”
“Well, then I guess I’m just going to have to start doing some training, aren’t I?”




Tommy’s Recording 36
Yousef stares down at me as I’m trying to pick myself up off the ground. The blood on the floor’s a reminder of just how bad he’s messed my face up that day. My ribs feel like they’re burning as I’m pushing onto my knees, and the nausea rolling through my stomach put me on the edge of vomiting. Even my mouth feels sore from all the hits I’ve taken.
“And yet you still won’t talk,” he says as he stands there. “Impressive.”
“Hard to talk . . . when you’ve hit me so much.”
“Oh, there’s no reason to make excuses. I’ve decided it’s time to move on.”
I’m almost punch drunk, so trying to focus in on his words is like listening through a haze. “What?”
“You heard me. We won’t be doing this anymore. Oh, I’m not going to kill you. You’re human, and you’re not a threat. Well, I suppose I also won’t kill you because you’re a bit of insurance for whenever Jackie comes.”
“So, you get it. You get that she’s coming to get you.”
“Indeed. The only problem I have is that she’s taking so long. That leaves her too much time to plan and think up ways of plotting a counterattack. I need her to hurry up. People make mistakes when they’re in a rush. That’s why I’m going forward with a new plan.”
“It doesn’t matter. She won’t fall for your tricks anymore.”
“She’ll fall for this one. You know, my father, before he became soft, was a brilliant military leader. He stopped understanding the hard choices. Sometimes, in war, even the innocent have to be sacrificed for the greater good.”
“What are you talking about?”
He takes in a deep breath, his hands locking behind his back while his boots click as he’s slowly pacing the room. “I want a world without the Creep. I want a world where humanity makes its own way forward, without all of these monsters that we’re forced to live with. I don’t know what Jackie’s capable of if she’s given too much time to prepare. So, I’ll have to make her come to me. I’m telling you all of this because I want you to know that I don’t want to do what I’m going to do next.” He stops for a second to look at me. “I was always a student of theatre. Your former president was a student of history and philosophy. I wasn’t completely ignorant of philosophy. In fact, there’s one that applies to us at this very moment. That good, a truly good deed, maximizes the benefits to the most people. What I have to do requires me to harm one person in order to benefit the rest of humanity.”
“You’re talking a hell of a lot.” I have to stop for a second when I feel a burning creeping up my side, searing through my ribs and putting me in so much pain that, for a second, I’m not sure I’ll be able to take another breath. When it finally calms down, I brace myself as I look up at him. “You can do whatever you want to me. I won’t. . . won’t turn on her. And she knows I’ll die before I help you.”
“I told you. You and I are done. No. Because of Jackie, I have to do something . . . regrettable.” His eyes narrow on me. “She loved that monster. Mike.”
“Shut your mouth.”
“And Mike loved Cynthia. And . . . Mandy. I’m right, aren’t I?”
When he says their names, I can feel my heart starting to pick up. “What are you . . . What the hell are you saying?”
“I’m saying that I have to do what’s necessary to save humanity from Jackie, who is the biggest threat from the Creep we’ve ever seen. Unfortunately, that means I have to take action against the people she loves. But if I do that . . . Well, you’re right. She won’t come if I do something to you or Dodger, because she’d believe that you two would understand why she didn’t come. Because you’re all grown adults who’ve lived your lives and who’d sacrifice yourselves for each other. But a girl as young as Mandy?”
“Don’t do it.”
“I didn’t want to.” He takes a step back, moving to the doorway. “I tried very hard to do this without escalating things. But, if she won’t turn herself over, and her friends won’t help me, then I’m simply threatening humanity’s future by giving her more time to prepare. I don’t think she’ll be so patient once she knows what I’m going to do to the girl. To Mandy.”
“You piece of shit!” I scream through my bloodied mouth. Somehow, I get onto my feet and rush him, my boots sliding in the blood on the ground as I stumble his way. I’m so weak, he doesn’t even have to hit me. He just turns aside my punch and throws me to the floor. My face slams into the cold steel, but I can’t do anything but lie there, just struggling to breathe.
“Again, I didn’t want this. I tried to show you how important it was to save humanity from people like Jackie. You just wouldn’t listen.” Then, just like that, he steps back through the doorway. The door slides closed behind him, locking me away in my room again. And then it’s just me, screaming through the blood pooling in my mouth.




Jackie’s Recording 32
I’m sitting in my laboratory for the . . . I don’t know. Dozenth time? All I know is that it must have been at least two weeks since I woke up. Anyway, I’m just standing there, looking at images of the cells in my blood, watching them react as I introduce different types of energy into the samples. The screen shows them dancing, splitting apart and multiplying in response to damage from heat and radiation. On the other hand, when introduced to the energy patterns that come from Pocket Space, the cells either collapse and die or replicate so fast that skin and muscle start growing in the petri dish. It just depends on the frequency.
I’m so into the work that I don’t realize there’s someone on top of the desk, torn sandals covering slick skinned toes and claws hands draped over her knees as she squats there. When I look up and see that raggedy long hair of hers falling down past the edge of the desk, I almost scream as I jump.
“Shit,” I bark at her as I’m clutching at my chest. “Sally. How about a little warning next time.”
“You’re playing with your cells,” she tells me, her normally warm voice more like a snake as she squats there in her feral form. Her head is cocked toward me, but I can’t see much of her face behind the thick waves of her hair that slide down past her jaw and along the top of the desk, like some living darkness flowing along the surface. Her hair surrounds one of the blood vials on the table and lifts it up, holding it in front of her face before passing it along to me. “You think that you’ll find answers to defeating Yousef here.”
I take the vial from her and nod, still wondering about these interactions with the two of them are real and what parts are just in my mind. “I have to try. He’s only gotten faster since we first fought. I’m not able to keep up with him anymore and . . .” I shake my head as I sigh. “Even if we took the fight to him, got right to his doors . . . if we can’t beat him . . .”
“This is about more than him.”
“Sally, if I can’t beat Yousef, how am I ever going to fight what’s out there?”
She pauses for a long time as she looks past me, into the darkness beyond my workstation. “Angels.”
“Yeah. Not just them, though.”
“The Eye in the Utter Wilderness.” Sally nods. “It’s watching you.”
“You and Judge must have felt it.”
“All of the Creep is controlled by clusters, central forces. Judge was one of them. Your friend Mike destroyed another. But controlling all those clusters is the terrible call. The eye, and the mind behind it.”
“Sally, I’ve spent the last two years trying to get stronger and learn how to use this gift you gave me . . . And I can’t even beat Yousef. How am I going to ever try and stand up to Angels or that . . . that presence in the Creep, whatever it is.”
“I don’t know. But we’ll be with you, through it all. It’s the least we can do for your gift to us. Freedom for Judge, from his slavery to the Eye.”
I pull back some hair behind my ear. “I’ve been . . . thinking, about trying to call out to Mike. I mean, since I can talk to the two of you.”
“Is that really what you want to do?”
“I don’t know. If I’m just being selfish . . . then yeah, I want to do it.”
“Right now, he sleeps. He could never sleep again if you woke him up. Imagine floating in darkness, no up and down, no ground and no sky. No hands to reach and no mouth to scream. The darkness only breaking as you slipped into the consciousness of millions of others, the world around you constantly shifting, changing constantly with the memories of those who died in the Creep. One minute, seeing a sunset, and another, seeing a bomb. Feeling the touch of your lover in one breath and the pain of a bullet in another. Is that really what you want for him? For him to join the long nightmare.”
“No. Obviously.” I can feel the frown on my face as I look at her. “How do you and Judge even stay sane in something like that?”
“We only cling to sanity because we have each other.” She smiles, that row of daggers in her mouth flashing out of the shadows covering her face, like a bright light in the darkness. Just a second later, that smile vanishes, and she exhales, almost like she’s giving her dying breath. “We also wonder about our mother who escaped the Tower. She is the last mystery left to solve in our mysterious lives. It’s surprising, how hard we fight to remain ourselves in the hope that, one day, we discover what happened to her. It’s amazing what we can achieve when we are fighting for something we care about deeply. Don’t you agree?”
“Yeah. You’re right.” My eyes go back to the screen as I look over the cell displays again. “You don’t happen to know how I can get my cells to tap into Pocket Space energy at will, do you?”
“Judge was an engineer, but neither of us were scientists. Not like your Doctor Watson.”
“If I could figure it out . . . I might be able to tap into that energy without going feral. The science is just too much for me. How do you create an organic Pocket Space engine?”
“Don’t you think that sounds like the sort of question Apeiron would have been interested in?”
“It is,” I say with a look back at her. “And I can see why. If you could generate that kind of energy at will, then who knows what you could do?”




Last Testament of Ishara Suliman 06
I remember when I first met Tara. I wandered the Deadlands to the southwest for . . . weeks. During that time, it slowly dawned on me that I could control the Creep inside of me. That I could use it, as a force. I’d begun to play with my powers, wondering what I was capable of.  Around that time is when I first saw her, beaten and bloody. She’d been attacked by militia members from Central Freedom. Somehow, she’d survived, but only just. Her ribs were broken, and she had nearly bled out. When she saw me, she asked for a mercy. She asked for me to kill her.
I chose a different course.
It occurred to me that, perhaps, I could use the Creep inside of me to heal her. After all, it had rejuvenating power. Her only alternative was death. And so, I purposely infected her. I gave her an injection of my own blood, allowed her to be infected with my cells. It was my hope that she would be healed but also that I could control the Creep inside of her. That I could keep it from overwhelming her. It turned out, I was right, but I also got something out of that bond I could never have imagined.
By sharing my blood with her, I achieved a bond with Tara that is almost impossible to describe. The bond formed between the Creep in her blood and in mine made it possible for me to feel what she felt, and for her to feel what I felt. It was the most intimate of bonds that any two people could feel. As she led me south over the next week, to reunite with her people, I came to understand Tara’s struggles in a way that would have been impossible without the blood we shared. We spent time huddled in the ruins of the Old World, watching for monsters and militia members. We talked about our history and how we had arrived there in the Deadlands. I told her my story. She told me hers.
Tara had always been an unusually large girl. Confused for a boy throughout most of her years. To listen to her tell me about her hurtful past, the tears she shed as she was mocked . . . It would have broken my heart even without our blood bond. She eventually come to embrace her size, spending every day pushing her body to its limits. Becoming stronger, until she could no longer be mocked. Until the world knew that her size was a strength, not a weakness.
She rose up the ranks of her clan because she had grown so strong. On the western edges of the city, at the Battle of the Short Hills, she earned her reputation as a brutish fighter. Standing head and shoulders over everyone else and stronger than any man, she’d led a fight to claim an old water recycling plant that had been overrun by the most savage of raider clans. Cannibals. People who had abandoned their humanity and become no different from the monsters of our world. Then she’d led her people in a fight for the Stirling, a fortified Apeiron base just 15 miles away.
Slowly, they created a route of small colonies and supply lines that stretched from the Short Hills in the north to Bridgewater in the south, where major highways from the Old World intersected and provided her people with the ability to quickly deploy throughout the city. Using that system instead of the roads along the ground, they could reach Central Freedom in just over an hour, the fastest they’d ever been able to travel around the Deadlands.
But Tara had a dream larger than simply surviving. She wanted to fight back against Yousef, who’d used his campaigns into the Deadlands to wipe out her people. More than Central Freedom, she hated Fort Silence, but she lacked the numbers to fight them in any meaningful way. For that, she needed the cooperation of the clans. Hundreds of different groups and nearly a million people spread out from the White Mills in the north to what we would eventually call Zone Delaware in the south. They were so thinned out that they would never be able to oppose him. Together, though, they had a chance.
Sadly, Tara was only a reluctant leader. Her people followed her because she was strong. She didn’t have the words to inspire others, and she didn’t understand how to talk to them and earn their trust. I was the answer she’d been looking for. I would write the words for her. When she spoke them, I would let her feel what I felt, give her the boldness she didn’t have when speaking. I would remain in the background, to avoid even the smallest chance that Yousef might learn I was still alive.
And that was how we began to win over the clans, men and women who had lived in terror of Nikola Dravic’s old regime in Central Freedom and who had for more than a year lived in fear of Yousef. We unified them under the idea of a single people, the Sha’b, an idea completely different to what Yousef offered. His vision of the future was of one people, with one set of customs, and few individual freedoms. We offered them a future with one set of laws, common customs, but also a future with room for individual expression and beliefs. It was an idea that was attractive to not only the clans. Around this same time, we began to find people abandoning the city. Running, for their lives. Not only people of Central Freedom, but soldiers and officers from Fort Silence who set out in hopes of creating a new home in the Deadlands.
We learned from the people leaving Central Freedom that people were going missing. At the same time, we learned from officers abandoning Fort Silence that my brother had begun a series of experiments. Nobody could tell me exactly what was happening, but I was able to put it all together on my own. My brother needed more. More power, more speed and strength. However, he couldn’t experiment on himself. He needed subjects. I never found out for sure, but from what we were told, I am absolutely certain that he came to some arrangement with Dravic, an agreement that he would get test subjects from Central Freedom. In exchange, he renewed his military support for the city.
It took convincing, but Tara was able to get the clans to agree to take in the refugees. We were getting too larger for Bridgewater though. With clans seeing the power that Tara was concentrating, more and more came to her side. With me guiding her, she also put into place a system of justice. No more raiding the colonies. We had to be better than the people of Fort Silence and Central Freedom had been to us. Of course, that led to conflict. Fighting broke out between some of our people, but Tara didn’t need my help putting an end to those. She had always been best in a fight. But, when it was over, we created a new peace. We were merciful as much as we could be, though the most violent of our people, the ones who had slaughtered children without remorse . . . We couldn’t allow them to live and do it all again.
Of course, we could not unite them all. Though the Deadlands were filled with countless numbers of clan leaders, there were at least four leaders who held the loyalties of dozens and dozens of lesser clans. At their word, they could pledge the loyalty of tens of thousands of fighting men and women. We needed them. Of them, the Wild Forest clan was the strongest outside of Tara’s forces. Daniel Pearson, leader of the clans, had spent almost every year of his sixty years of life fighting both Central Freedom and Fort Silence. Of all the great clan leaders, only he had been present at the battle at Fort Silence, at the Butchering Field. He’d only been 18 then, at a time when Fort Silence and Central were still one nation, and he witnessed the deaths of tens of thousands of his people. So long as Tara pledged herself to destroying the fort, Pearson was willing to commit his armies to her cause, including her prohibition on raiding the colonies and innocents of the Deadlands.
Though many of them pledged themselves to our cause, we never won the full loyalty of all of the clans loyal to Ashanti Bonsu. That was expected. Ashanti’s people had always been scavengers more than raiders, more dedicated to finding supplies in Pocket Space and carving out homes where they could. They wandered the Deadlands by the thousands in four or five separate groups, always sweeping east to west and back again before settling down for long stretches in any place that could support them. It’s said that of all the leaders, only she ever saw the Wastes, the dead places beyond the edges of the City. Even I never saw those places.
Marc Lopez was the least difficult to sway to our cause. He loved his drink, and he loved his women. He also loved the security he had behind the weapons of the clans loyal to him. He was a drunkard, but nothing worse, and he’d maintained the loyalty of the clans by always being there for them when they needed his support. He was faithful. Loyal. Those are difficult traits to find anywhere in the Deadlands, and particularly among some of the clans, where violence and betrayal have long been a way of life.
But of all the great leaders to whom Tara and I owed our thanks, it was Ned Whitney Lancaster we were most grateful to. He was no nomad, not like Ashanti. He did not hide in the hills and mountains in the far north, like Pearson. He was also sharp and aggressive, unlike Marc. Of all the leaders, only he realized that Tara wasn’t leading our forces. Only he recognized that there was someone behind her, guiding her words. This was the same man who’d carved out the largest area of safe land to be found outside of Central Freedom and Fort Silence. I met with him because we needed him, needed a place to call a home for the thousands and thousands who were joining us. He never trusted me though. His people, who had been loyal to his father and his grandfather, who had been loyal to the Lancasters for generations, never committed their loyalties to Tara and I. They would never have done so without Ned approving it, and he never did. He told me he could not commit the lives of his people to what he believed was a personal vendetta. He feared that I would lead them to destruction in my desire for revenge against Yousef.
Perhaps it will turn out he was right.
Ned did not commit his people to us, but he opened up his lands to us. He gave us a home large enough to settle all of the Sha’b. And, even though he never committed his men to us, he committed himself to our cause. He was a brilliant strategist and a strong commander. He was also a fighter like few others, just like the stories say his father was. His father was the golden bear, but he was the bear of the south.
He wore the same armor his father had worn into battle. And with him helping us lead the Sha’b, we defeated the vilest of the clans that existed out there. The murderers, the cannibals, the cruel, those willing to kill innocents as easily as the guilty. That was also the first time we began to earn my brother’s wrath, the first time his forces began to feel defeat at the hands of the Sha’b. A silent war, waged between brother and sister, kept far from the eyes of Central Freedom. They knew of our battles, but perhaps not of the scale. This was at the same time that they began to lose their grip on their colonies, along the Raritan River. Central and its colonies were never my target, but in war, it is often impossible to avoid involving bystanders.
But the battles were only a distraction, meant to keep Yousef’s attention while I worked on my grand plan. Our success would begin by unlocking the military cache system my father had discovered. It would end when we marched the Panzer on Fort Silence to destroy Yousef’s forces. It would end with me killing my father’s murderer. My own brother.




Jackie’s Recording 33
Blood. Sweat. And muscle.
There hasn’t been a time in human history when those three things didn’t make the difference between winning and failing. Putting in the effort, the work to make sure your plans succeed. Even then, with all of that work, there’s no guarantee that you pull it off. But, you keep working anyway, because there’s no winning without putting in the effort.
That’s how I end up in the training room that night, pushing myself as hard as I possibly can. A dozen Johns, all attacking me. Not John himself, but copies of him. His robotic shells running through fighting programs, all leaping at me, their punches swinging through the air and their kicks flying at my legs. I step over one John that tries to sweep my legs and come back down with a punch that sends it flying to the ground. But it’s a robot. It doesn’t have stamina and it doesn’t get tired, so it’s immediately back on its feet.
I don’t have time to process it, because I’m ducking under the swing of another punch before bringing my elbow up into the stomach of a second John, then spinning past him and landing a kick to the knees of a third. The pace keeps moving faster, the robots adapting to me and learning my moves and habits as the fight continues. It’s not too different from what Yousef does, and soon I’m struggling to keep up with them. Punches start to land, slamming into my stomach or clocking me across the mouth.
The whole time, I feel the anger building up inside of me. It’s half human instinct, the old need to fight or run away. The other half’s the Creep, getting agitated in response to the danger around me. I can feel my eyes bleeding red fire as my heart starts pumping harder, my moves coming more quickly and my punches landing harder. But the Johns get just as fast, moving to keep up with me, until I’m screaming with every punch as I rip into them. The whole time, I’m allowing my moves to flow faster, letting my punches land harder, but using every bit of self-control I have to keep my humanity. I’m trying to let myself ride up against the Alexander Limit, feeling that verge of becoming feral, and somehow, I just keep going a little bit faster, reacting a little more quickly. It’s like a part of my feral form is bleeding into my human side. It’s not by much, but I can feel the reactions, the nanoseconds shaved off of my reactions as the pace keeps accelerating, until I’m feeling a surge of energy rushing through my body like nothing I’ve ever felt before.
Then, it happens. For just a second, I go into some kind of flow state. It’s like the whole world slows down to a crawl. The Johns are moving faster than they ever have before, but I can see it all happening in slow motion. I can tell where all of their punches are going to land and all the dodges they’re going to make. It’s almost like I can see the future. And, just, with a blink of my eyes, it’s suddenly all over. I don’t even know what happened. One second, I’m seeing all these possible futures, and the next, I’m looking back over my shoulder, at the destroyed shells of the robots. Sweat’s pouring down my face, and it feels like my muscles want to explode, like whatever I just did pushed my body to a limit it’s never hit before.
“What the hell just happened?”
“You crossed the Alexander Limit,” a familiar voice says as a crimson light starts to fill the room. I look up, and he’s standing there. The Stranger. “For just a moment. I doubt it will be enough to beat a man like Yousef, though. His strange technology gives him a greater advantage than you think.”
“I think I know what he can do. He fired a beam right through my stomach,” I tell him as I get back onto my feet, my legs wobbling as I’m standing there. “Why are you here? I’ve only seen you once in a year, back at the Panzer before I saved Kali. You told me a long time ago that you wouldn’t be around anymore.”
“Things have changed, and there are some potentially incredible things we may be about to learn. In other words, I thought it would be more interesting if you lived. If I pushed a little to adjust your fall, it’s because I saw more interesting things to come if you survived.”
“So, you did help me when I dropped off the side of the Panzer.”
“I also did away with the Baby Boy that was following you. Only I get to watch you so closely while you sleep.”
I shake my head at him. “Creepy but . . . fine. Thanks, I guess. Alright then, you thought it would be interesting if I lived. Why are you here now, thought? To say goodbye before I go on a suicide mission to kill Yousef?”
“I have a gift for you, Jackie Coleman.”
“Your gifts aren’t exactly ever . . . fulfilling.”
“You decided it would be better to ask your friends, Judge and Sally, for help than it would be to ask me.”
“You never know anything! Or at least nothing you’ll tell me.”
He smirks as his arms open wide. “What I know is that today, I’m going to lift a burden off of you. What would you say if I told you that you’ll never go feral again?”
“What?” It honestly makes my heart stop for a second when he says it. “What are you saying? And none of your circular talk you love so much. It’s really not as endearing as you think it is.”
“Jackie Coleman, what I’m giving you is the gift of your humanity. The only way that you will ever turn feral again is if you want to.”
For a second, I have to step back and try to digest what I’m being told. “If I want to? Why would I? I don’t get it. So, I can go all out without having to worry about becoming a monster? I can just fight?”
“Yes.”
“Will I be able to beat Yousef?”
“No.”
My heart drops in my chest a little when he says it. “Is there . . . anything I can do? Any way? I’ve seen the video and what I’m doing when I’m fighting. I’ve seen myself opening Pocket Space windows. Doctor Watson’s told me there are some people who can pass the Alexander Limit without turning. You just told me right now that I did it. But you can’t tell me what’s going on or if there’s some way to tap into that?”
The Stranger is silent for a long time as he floats there, that red portal of light swirling behind him. The whole time, he’s smiling, but he also looks . . . like he’s considering something? Finally, after a long minute, he nods. “I’ve learned one thing about humans in my time with you, Jackie Coleman. You often accomplish what some might consider the impossible. Your friend, Mike, helped free up more of my memories and powers when he gave his life to wipe out that Creep colony. So, I will give you one more gift, since I can’t give it to him.”
He slowly descends towards me, until he’s staring at me in the eyes. Looking into his, it’s like staring into an abyss. There’s nothing there, not any hollow part of a skull or anything like that. It’s just like staring into nothing. And as I’m standing there, staring at him, I suddenly feel this crack through my brain, like I’m getting the worst headache possible all of a sudden. I can’t keep back from screaming as I reel back, clutching at my head as I’m suddenly hit by a wave of memories. The first time I went feral. The time I rained down hell from the skies to save Kali and her team. The moment, from just a second ago, when I went into that flow state. All of its mixes into my head, like I’m seeing all three things at once, like I have more than one set of eyes and I can see all of these things at the same time.
I come stumbling to a stop and stand there, breathing hard even as I’m trying to pull my eyes back up, to find the Stranger. When I do, he’s already a silhouette against the red portal, vanishing back to wherever he comes from. At the same time, I hear him say one last thing. “Everything that has led you here is part of a single puzzle that you must solve. What you want from me, the power to transcend your human limitations, is a gift nobody in all of the universe could give you. But you will face a choice, Jackie Coleman, that will mean the difference between victory and defeat for you. It is the choice that will determine whether you defeat your enemy or not. It’s up to you to recognize when it’s time to make that decision. When you reach that moment, remember to focus on what means the most to you in this life.”
And then the portal closes, and he’s gone.




Dodger’s Recording 20
Yasmine shivers as she’s shoveling the last of the equipment into my Pocket Space window. “Even with how cold things are, you still haven’t slowed down. You know that you’re getting a little too good at getting around town. This time, you picked a spot just down the street from the apartment.”
“It’s scary, right?” I say with a quiet laugh as I shut down my Pocket Space generator. “It sort of feels like I’m a city rat or something, scurrying around everywhere like this.”
“At least you don’t need me coming out too often. People’d get suspicious if I was heading out here every night.”
“What? You don’t want to see your friend?”
“I don’t want to get shot in the street,” she says with a smile. “Patrols have been pretty quiet though.”
“Well, since everyone has a curfew and can only travel to certain parts of the city, the military’s probably getting bored. You can’t stay on top of everything all the time. Especially when you think you’ve won.”
“It feels like that sometimes.”
Hearing those words makes my chest squeeze up, and I reach out to grab her shoulder. “Hey. We’re almost ready to move.”
“I know. I trust you. Just feels like we’ve been waiting for forever. I know it’s been just a little more than two weeks, but still.”
“I get it. We can’t rush whatever Jackie’s doing though. She’s got a plan. She . . .” I shake my head and look away for a second. “It’s hard for me, too.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply—”
“You didn’t. Just, you’re not the only one who’s getting impatient.”
She’s about to say something when the two of us go quiet. A rumbling along the ground gets our attention, and we both look down to the end of the alley, watching as vehicles start rumbling by. The two of us exchange glances and say it at the same time. “Tanks.”
In a second, we’ve rushed down to the end of the alley, the two of us peeking out from around the edge of the building. At first, it’s hard to understand what’s going on. There’s troops securing the street and the doorway. They all just wait for a second before one of the transport’s back doors opens up. It’s just one minute later when a golden light starts to reflect in the street, and I feel my chest starting to lock up to the point that it wants to explode. It’s a tall, muscular guy I recognize, and he’s swarmed by soldiers as he enters the building. “Yousef.”
“What the hell is he doing there? Did he come for you?”
“He knows I’m not there. Maybe he came for you?”
“If he did, then you need to get out of here. They’re going to start swarming the streets in a second if they come out here hunting for me.”
And that’s when the screaming starts. Just, men and women shouting from inside the building. There’s no shooting, thank the Builders, but there’s something happening. “Sounds like they’re looking for something.” I’m about to say something else when there’s a piercing scream that echoes down the street, and somehow, I recognize who it is. My chest really does start burning as I focus in on the voice. “Cynthia.”
“You think it’s her?”
“I know it is. I just—” But I don’t have any more time for talking at that point, because I see Yousef walking out again, his golden arm literally dragging a girl along the ground as he walks back to the transport. She’s screaming and clawing at him, trying to slip out of her oversized jacket to get back in the building, but Yousef’s mechanical arm doesn’t budge an itch. He’s almost to the transport when Cynthia comes sprinting out of the apartments, and I just feel my breath stop when soldiers raise their rifles, pointing them right at her as her feet hit the pavement. “Don’t do it,” I whisper as I feel my eyes surge wide open. “Please don’t do it.”
Fortunately, if you can call it fortunate, one of the soldiers turns and bashes her in the face with his elbow. Cynthia goes collapsing to the ground as blood splatters along the concrete, her nose obviously broken open. Yousef turns around to look at her for a second, like he might have a heart, before dragging a screaming Mandy into the back of the vehicle. A second later, the doors are closing, and I can feel Yasmine jerking at my shoulder. “Come on, lieutenant. We’ve got to do something.”
My eyes fly to her. “Like what?”
“Like . . . like save her?”
“And how are we going to do that? Yousef’s traveling with three tanks and a dozen soldiers right now. What are we supposed to do?”
“We can surprise them and get everyone in the building to bust open the weapons locker. You know, we can fight back.”
“And what then?”
“What? What are you talking about?”
“And what then? When we’re done trying to rescue her and the tanks start firing on the buildings, what then? If Yousef finds out I’m out here making plans with you, what then?”
“Lieutenant, you’re not just going to let them take her.”
I take a deep breath, shut my eyes, and bow my head. “I am. You think I want to?”
“Lieutenant. Dodger. You don’t give up on people.”
That gets me angry, and my eyes fly open as I look back at her. “You think that’s what I’m doing? Giving up on her?” She looks a little shocked that I’m almost yelling. “I love Mandy, but if we throw all away our plans now then we’ll never get Central free, not even when Jackie starts the attack. If we throw it all away right now, then we won’t ever get the island free from Yousef.”
“If you’re not going to do something, then I am,” she almost growls as she gets off of the ground, and she’s halfway out of the alley when I grab her by the arm and yank her back. When I do, she gets this really angry look across her face. “Let go of me.”
“Yasmine, am I your lieutenant or not?”
“What?” When I ask her the question, her face changes in an instant. Suddenly, she looks embarrassed, her eyes going to the floor while she’s getting herself together. “I . . . I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”
“It’s okay. You want to save people. Obviously, I want to do that too. But not like this, alright? We don’t know throw it all away like this.”
“Alright. Alright. But we’re going to do something?”
“Yeah. I promise. I’ll start by making a call.”




Jackie’s Recording 34
John’s running scans on me in the medical bay when we get the call. He steps away for a second as a holographic screen projects in front of me, Dodger’s face filling the screen. She looks like she’s in a half panic, her eyes wide and her breathing coming like rapid fire bullets. “Dodger, what’s wrong?”
“Jackie, please tell me you’ve already got a plan happening or something.”
“What?” I shake my head as I slide forward on the medical table. “Did something happen?”
“It’s Mandy. Yousef took her.”
When she says it, it feels like I’ve taken a punch directly to the stomach. I look to the side for a second, at John, who sets his tools onto a table close by. After I take a second to calm down, I look back at her. “Why. Why did he do it?”
“He didn’t exactly stop to explain. All I know’s that he searched the apartments specifically for her and took her away. He came here personally to get it done.”
“Coward.” I can feel my hand shaking as I slide off the table completely, my fists clenching as I stand there. “I’ve . . . I’ve been making plans. I didn’t mean for things to take this long, it’s just—”
“I get it. You’ve got to . . . make sure everything’s ready to go and whatever. Get everything lined up. But she’s gone, Jackie, and I have no idea why or what’s going to happen to her. I’ve been convincing myself that Tommy’s still alive because Yousef needs, I don’t know, a hostage. In case you came back around. Now I’m just freaking out and wondering if something’s happened to him. If something’s going to happen to the both of them. I don’t know, but I feel like something’s got to happen soon or . . .”
“No, I get it. I agree.” I look her dead in the eyes. “Dodger, is everything in place on your end. Does everyone know what they have to do when the signal goes out?”
“All we need is for you to give the okay.”
“That’s great. Look, I’m coming. I thought we had more time, but obviously we don’t. Wait for the signs. Then put the plan into action.”
“Okay. Okay. When the troops start moving out, we’ll do our part. I promise.”
“I know you will. I trust you. Jackie out.”
Just like that, the window closes, the audio dying out as the connection shuts down. My eyes go straight to the floor as I struggle to control my breathing. I almost flinch when John puts a hand on my shoulder, his fingers squeezing just a little. “Kid. Are you okay?”
“They’ve got her. That monster has her. Tommy’s a soldier, but she’s just a little girl. What sort of inhuman . . .” I shake my head again as I shoot a look over at him. “We’ve got to move up the timetable. I was hoping maybe I’d have some sort of breakthrough and figured out a way to beat Yousef. There’s no time for that now. If Yousef’s kidnapping people again . . .”
“Jackie, I hate to bring this up, but are you sure this is the right thing to do?”
“What?” My eyes go over to him, and I know he hates the way they narrow when I stare at him. “What are you asking me, John?”
“What if Yousef’s doing this just to push your buttons? What if he wants you to come out of hiding before you’re ready? You’ve said yourself that you can’t beat him.”
“And so, what am I supposed to do? Let him take her? An innocent girl?”
“I’m only asking if rescuing her’s worth putting the rest of Central Freedom at risk. I know you care about Mandy and you want to protect her because of Mike. But kid, let me ask you just one thing. If this were anyone else, would you be rushing out there to save them? Would you be risking all your plans for one person if this was anyone else but Mandy?”
I can feel my chest hurting as I look at the ground, my eyes shutting tight for a second as I think about what he’s saying. It takes me a minute, but finally I’m able to look up at him again. “I can’t beat him. But maybe all of us can beat him. Me, and the raider clans.”
“You’re really ready to try and make peace with the same people who killed the people you loved? In case you’ve forgotten, I’m the one who watched it all happen. Remember? What it was like for you to walk into that room and see the bodies of people you loved torn to shreds?”
“I know better than anyone else what I saw out there,” I scream at him, my hands squeezing at thin air as I try to keep my composure. “I know what happened. I know. Her blood was on my hands. While I was gone, people got killed. Do you understand what I’m saying?” He just stares at me, not replying. “Because I wasn’t there, people died. And this whole past year, because I didn’t use my powers the way I could have, Yousef slaughtered innocent people back in Central. And now? Now he has someone I think of like family. Should I stand by again, John? Should I do nothing again?”
John’s eyes look away as he takes a step back. “I don’t know, kid. Maybe so. Maybe not. All I know is that you going in to fight Yousef’s suicide, and I don’t want to lose you.”
“I won’t be going in alone. That’s why the raiders will be with me. I hope. They’re not the same people who killed the residents of Highpoint. They’re more than just the bloodthirsty monsters we’ve been saying they are. Ishara and Tara might have given them an identity as the Sha’b, but there were good clans out there, good people out there, a long time before they came around. I have to believe they’ll see that Yousef’s the real threat we all have to face down. Most of them have been just as hurt by all this fighting as anyone living in Central Freedom or Fort Silence, and that’s exactly why I have to try and get us past all this arguing. Because if we keep killing each other, Yousef wins. And if Yousef wins? Do you think humanity will live even another hundred years with a man like that in charge of the world?”




Last Testament of Ishara Suliman 07
I am at the end of a story that I started writing long ago, and I would do a great disservice if I did not mention one final person. Erin Donoghue. His clan, Erin’s Army, belonged to the clans who were loyal to Daniel Pearson. Before any of the great clan chiefs decided to help us, Erin committed his forces to our cause. He became an early supporter, a strong one, who commanded enough men and women to help us tremendously.
Erin was a survivor, a violent man with a violent past who’d lost most of the people he’d cared for. His grandfather had died on the Butchering Field, fighting alongside a young Pearson when Fort Silence and Central Freedom surprised the Sha’b and killed thousands of  their men and women. He’d grown up envious of Central and watched his parents carve out meager lives. He only learned what it meant to feel safe after Pearson united the clans far north of Central, but by then he’d learned that violence was the only way to survive.
Tara, the idea of the Tank, helped him imagine something better. Beneath the violent man he’d become, Erin wanted a home. He found that after joining us. Daniel Pearson, for all of his qualities, had no vision for creating a future. He only wanted to destroy Central. Erin was attracted to the ideas I talked about through Tara, ideas about justice and the nobility of the human spirit. Erin changed, slowly, even if he could never completely shed his violent nature.
He was one of the reasons the great clan chiefs ever joined us. Erin was loud, brash, arrogant, and fully committed to the idea that the people of the Deadlands should come together. He frequently visited the clan chiefs, arguing for them to join our cause. Of course, Pearson was one of the first and easiest to convince, since we were committed to destroying Fort Silence. From there, he slowly won over the others, getting them to at least meet with Tara and talk about creating alliances.
Maybe that’s why Tara trusted him so much. She was how passionate he was. Tara and I both realized that, should something ever happen to us, we’d need someone who could keep the people together. For better or worse, that was Erin. So, we told him our secret, that I was Yousef’s sister and the mind behind our movement. Tara was the face, a strong fighter who could keep me hidden but also inspire the people through her actions. And Erin accepted it and committed himself even more to helping make the Deadlands a safe place for all people.
Which is why I’m writing about him last. If you’re listening to this, then you’ve killed me, Dark Angel. No one else could have done it. You have to realize by now that we wanted to lure Yousef out, to destroy the Dynamis if nothing else and take his greatest weapon away from him. That’s why we left the false data on the tablet, to make it impossible for Yousef to resist attacking. I would have liked to draw Yousef out completely, to take him away from Fort Silence, where he’s strongest, and destroy his forces using the Panzer. Using the same was machine that my father left to me as my inheritance.
But, since you are listening to this, it means that I made the wrong gamble. I doubt Yousef was able to take out the Panzer with traditional military might. If my mission failed, it’s because of something you did. It’s because I underestimated you.
Maybe it was pride. I talk about how different Yousef and I were, but we are both my father’s blood. We both feel the same thrill of the fight. We both want to test ourselves in combat. The blood of the monster that my father used to be drives both me and my brother. Strangely, I could have forgiven him for trying to kill me. I could never forgive him for killing my father.
But now that you’ve listened to all of this, I hope you understand the sort of man he is. What sort of man kills his father and tries to kill his sister? What sort of man would try to kill every living soul in the Deadlands, even if they were women and children? My brother is the Golden Jackal, a vicious hound who will tear apart anyone who stands in his way. I have to believe that you will see he is not a man worth fighting for. I have to believe that you will see the people of the Deadlands have been targeted time and again, first by a cruel man in Nikola Dravic, and then by a cruel man in Yousef. If the lives of the innocent mean anything to you, then please, bring justice to my father and I. Take this recording to Erin and let him know my final desire.
Erin, if you’re listening, I want you to continue the work you started when you joined us. If that means working with the Dark Angel to defeat Yousef, then that is what has to be done. Don’t let the violent side you’ve always possessed blind you from the chance you have in front of you. Embrace the peace loving side of yourself, the side that once looked enviably across the river, at the towers and lights of Central Freedom, and only wanted to have the same for yourself. A long life of peace, or as close as we can make in this world. I wasn’t strong enough to lead you there. However, if you’re listening to this, then it means that you have someone even stronger now to fight by your side.
To the Dark Angel, all I want is justice. Justice for everyone that Yousef has ever done evil to. There is an old saying my mother used to tell me, when trying to explain how we should behave in such a cruel world. “God commands justice and fair dealings.” I do not know if I believe in God, not in a world like the one we live in. But if he does exist, then I hope he will not let my murderer go unpunished.
I commend the future of the people of the Deadlands into your arms. Into the arms of the Dark Angel.




Jackie’s Recording 35
The scythe cuts close to my throat. It’s not really there, but I’d feel it all the same if it struck. My body angles backwards and out of the way, just as a claw strikes upward for the back of my head. I angle just enough, falling sideways, a steel blade above me and knifelike fingers beneath me. As I fall to the side, I plant my hand to the ground and roll to the side, back onto my feet as I stare down the two of them. Judge, his cape flowing behind him as he flies at me. Sally, her clawed fingers dragging through the air behind her as she charges my way. He leaps through the air, coming in high, while she sails toward my legs. In that one second, for just the smallest fraction of what you could call time, I almost feel it again. Almost feel that flow state. It’s just enough that I know where they’re going to be in the next instant, and my body contorts as I jump into the air, my body spiraling as I fly between the two of them. The next second, I’m back on my feet and turning, my leg going into his back before my fist turns to crash into her jaw.
He grins as he looks back at me from beneath his cowl, wearing his much more human face. Sally, too, transforms into the young girl she was before the Creep. Judge’s scythe vanishes into black pieces that drift into the air and extinguish. “You might say you’ve become a good deal faster.”
“Or that you’ve become a good deal better at predicting what’s going to happen next,” she finishes.
“The two often go hand in hand.”
“Though not in all cases, of course.”
I nod to her. “The Stranger told me that a lot of what’s been happening recently . . . the flow state, my feral state, even the way I can open so many Pocket Space windows all at once . . . that it’s all related. I don’t know how, but I’ve got to keep trying to figure out what’s going on.”
She nods. “There’s only so much time left.”
He agrees with her. “Life is always constrained that way.”
“I’m not telling you to rush.”
“But do you really think you can beat Yousef, even at this speed?”
It forces a sigh out of me. “No. Not without more training. But, maybe I don’t have to. Maybe I’ve been thinking about this all wrong. I keep thinking I’m supposed to beat Yousef one on one, but maybe that’s just my pride talking. Maybe this really is about bringing the Deadland clans together with Central Freedom. Ishara said in her recording that she made a mistake. She wanted so bad to get revenge against Yousef that she underestimated her opponent. Maybe I’m underestimating just how strong Yousef is, and I’m supposed to win the fight with my friends, not one on one.”
Judge folds his arms. “Humility is certainly a quality we can all admire.”
Sally looks his way. “But she’s spent a year trying to be humble.”
“Deferring all her decisions to someone else.”
“And look what it got her.”
I shake my head. “No. That wasn’t humility. That was me being scared of making the tough calls. Well, I’m making one right now. I’m deciding that I’m not good enough to beat Yousef one on one, but I can still beat him if I can bring together the clans and the Central Freedom militia. That’s me putting my pride away so that I don’t make the same mistakes Ishara did and end up dead.”
Judge bows his head one more time. “If we could fight together, all three of us might be able to beat him.”
Sally smiles as she bows her head. “The only problem with that is we’re both dead.”
“Which doesn’t mean we won’t be watching.”
“It’s sure to be a riveting affair, after all.”
And with that, the two of them fade out of view, leaving me staring down the landing tunnel where I’d crashed days ago. At the end, in the entrance lobby, John’s just walked out of the back hallway. He’s all dressed up in his dress slacks and button up shirt, plus the one face he wears that’s actually kind of attractive. All the rest are too old, too mechanical, or too worn. “Hey, John.”
“Hey, kid. You still planning on taking off?”
“There’s no more time to wait. Not after what we found out about Mandy. I’ve got to do something before anything happens to her.”
“And you’re absolutely sure that you can get those raiders to switch sides for you?”
“No. I don’t. I think I can get them to fight for their own side. It just turns out their side is my side now.”
“That’s a little wishful thinking, wouldn’t you say?”
“Not really. Everyone has their own self-interests, things that they’ll do to protect themselves or the people they love. The one thing I’ve realized the last couple of weeks is that . . .” I shake my head. “I made the mistake of judging all of them. The raiders. After what some of them did to me, I started thinking of all of them as monsters. They’ve got families, though. Husbands, wives, children. They’re not monsters. I’m probably as much of a monster to them. A woman who flies through the air with fire trailing out of her back and kidnapping people to put them in prison here? Someone fighting for Yousef Suliman, whose made their lives hell just for existing?”
“It wasn’t your fault, kid. You couldn’t have known.”
“I didn’t try and go out of my way to make things worse, but I made things worse anyway. I made a lot of mistakes getting to this point, and now I’ve got to set things straight. That means going back to Zone Delaware and trying to get all of this sorted out.”
John takes a deep breath as he looks at me. It’s not something he needs to do. He’s just as human as you can get without actually being human. “What if they try and shoot you down? Try and come after you? What then?”
“Then I go it alone. Maybe . . .  maybe this all comes crashing down and it’s the end of my story. I don’t know. But I’m not going to let Mandy . . .” I start feeling a sting at my eyes. “Mike loved that girl. I’m not going to let him down. I’m not going to let my friends down. I’ll do whatever it takes to beat Yousef. That starts with me owning up to killing Ishara. Maybe I didn’t do it on purpose, but I led Yousef right to her doorstep. I was a tool he used to kill her. I don’t like it, but it’s the truth.”
“Jackie.”
“It’s okay, John. I’m past moping for myself. After the year I’ve had, seeing what feeling sorry for myself has done and how it’s only made everything worse . . . It’s time for me some hard choices.”
“Kid, I believe in you. You do thing this hunk of Old World junk couldn’t imagine. If you think this is the right call, I’m in it with you the whole way. If my batteries worked anywhere outside Highpoint, I’d go with you myself.”
“Once this is over with, we’ll start work on getting you out of here.”
“Don’t worry about me, Jackie. You’ve got a war to fight.”
“I do.” I turn around and look back down the tunnel, at the sunlight streaming at us from the entrance in the distance. “Armor’s ready to go, right?”
“It’s like new. I’ll be surprised if it has one more full repair job left in it, though, so be careful. The best it can probably do is few patch jobs.”
“Weapons?”
“Pretty much empty. No explosives left and no bullets. No energy cartridges. You pretty much went through all of it during your shootout at the Panzer.”
“It’s just me and my sword, then.”
He looks at me for just a second before he puts a hand to my chest. “No, kid. It’s just you, and I think that’s enough. I don’t have a heart, but I recognize one when I see it in someone else. If there’s anyone I’ve believed in over my five hundred years of living, it’s you. I know terrible people from history, the kind of slime that would make you wince reading about. You’re the opposite. For all your flaws, you’ve got a heart for the people out there. Let them see that. They’ll follow you if you do.”
“Thanks, John.”
“Go get them, kid.”
I nod at him one last time as I turn around, my chest rising and falling as I brace myself, hoping it won’t be the last time I see John or Highpoint Waystation. Then, I’m running, my feet carrying me faster and faster as the Creep in my blood starts pushing my muscles beyond their limits. I can see the blue glow flowing down past my eyes as my armor forms around me, my muscles stretching and limbs growing as I fill out all seven feet of armor. Then, just as I’ve reached the edge of the tunnel, the thrusters at my pack ignite, propelling me out of the tunnel and into the air. It’s a rare kind of day, the kind where the sun’s clearly shining down, without any hint of the red clouds that normally fill the sky. For a second, I’m shooting toward the sun before I arc back around, fire burning through the air as I speed into the south. Past the Short Hills, and further south, past Bridgewater. All the way to the southern edges of the Deadlands.
To Zone Delaware.




Personal Recording of Devleena Kumar 08
Going by foot through miles of Creep isn’t something people like doing. Sure, we might be some of the most heavily armored soldiers in the area, but the closer we get to where the Panzer was located, the worse the Creep gets. Nobody likes seeing buildings overflowing with muscle tissue and tendrils. It just makes me feel even worse that I asked everyone to follow me out here into the Deadlands.
I don’t really have much time to think about it. A ringing pops up in my helmet, a warning signal that all of the troopers get. Torres looks at me and starts tapping her helmet. “I’m getting a lot of movement.”
“Me too,” I tell her as I signal into the nearest building. It doesn’t take everyone more than a few seconds to start pouring inside of it, rushing in to take cover. Huge armored troops force their way through the small doorway, taking a chunk of the building with them as they shovel their way inside. I barely get a look around. Whatever the place used to be, it looks like it was a store or something once. It’s sick with the Creep, but we don’t spot any Creepers. With the area clear, we all push through, some of the troopers forcing their way even deeper into some storage rooms in the back. We do everything we can to tuck ourselves away, just in time to hear a rumbling outside. I wave a finger in the air. “Switch to low power,” I tell them, hoping that with our suits running at minimum, we’ll be able to avoid being detected by whatever’s coming.
As far as I know, it works. Soon, we’re watching as tanks and transports go gliding by, carried along above the ground by repulsor pads. Suits of Apotheosis class armor, typical of troops from Fort Silence, flank the vehicles on both sides. It’s enough to make me suck in and hold my breath, praying that none of them pick up any signals we’re giving off.
Torres taps me on the shoulder. “Are they hunting for us?”
“No,” I tell her. “Look at how many there are.” Sure enough, the rumbling just keeps going and going as more and more troops move by. “Even if they were hunting for us, they wouldn’t send that many. That’s overkill. I think they’re going the same direction we were going. I think they’re heading to the Panzer.”
“Damn. What do we do?”
“Nothing. Even as strong as we are, we can’t fight that many,” I tell her as the rumbling continues, more and more vehicles passing by. “I guarantee you there’s more of them coming through along the surrounding blocks. If we try and fight them, we’re just going to get slaughtered.”
“Then how do we stop them from taking the Panzer.”
“We don’t. We keep our distance. Maybe we follow them and report what we see whenever the Angel checks in. But as much as  I want to do something, I’m not going to have us commit suicide.”
“So, strictly intelligence gathering for right now.”
“That’s all we can do unless we want to throw our lives away.”




Tommy’s Recording 37
I’m sitting there on the bench in my cell, saying nothing as Doc Watson washes away blood that’s stuck to my face. Watson has to know I’m angry because he doesn’t say anything. A man who never stops talking just quietly takes care of my injuries.
After a few minutes of sitting in discomfort, I finally spit out, “You’re a monster. You know that?”
There’s only a slight pause in what he’s doing before he continues, rubbing away the blood and putting medication on my wounds. “Yes. I am aware. I’ve been aware of it longer than you’ve been alive. How else would you describe a man whose sole interest is in the pursuit of science at the cost of all else?”
“And that doesn’t bother you? It doesn’t get you the slightest bit upset that you don’t even have a way of identifying with other human beings?”
“I didn’t have contact with any other human beings for centuries. When you’ve lived so long, when you have no friends you grew up with, who lived during the same era as you . . . I suppose it’s no surprise I have little attachment to the human experience. Science, though, is the exploration of the unknown. It is the unending journey into the undiscovered country. Such endeavors are what pulled me out here into the Deadlands in the first place. You shouldn’t act so surprised that my first attachment is to my exploration of the unknown.”
I grab him by the wrist and stop what he’s doing. “Yousef’s going to do something bad to an innocent little girl just to lure Jackie out of hiding. I can’t believe you just don’t care about that.”
He scowls at me as he breaks away and stands up, his hands tucking the rags and medicine he’s carrying into a bag swung over his shoulder. “Everything that must happen, will happen. I’m sorry if I can’t be any more helpful or put your mind at ease.”
“When this is all over, when Jackie brings down Yousef, I’m going to personally make sure you face a firing squad.”
His eyes flick away for a second before looking back at me. “Do what you feel you must.”
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I’m not sure how long I’ve been burning fuel over the Deadlands when I get a signal in my ear. “John? What’s happening?”
“You’re not going to like what I’ve got to tell you, kid.”
I feel myself getting nervous the second the words are out of his mouth. “Alright. What’s the problem?”
“I’ve got massive signals from Fort Silence. They’ve sent out a small army and it’s heading directly for that Panzer. If they’re planning on retaking it . . .”
“Damn it.” My body leans away, angling west and to where we left the Panzer. “Creep in the area?”
“Still there, but it’s receding. Nothing’s active, so it’d be my guess that Mike really did take it all out.”
“Thank you, Mike,” I whisper as my rocket forward, the skies screaming by me. Every minute that passes by makes me sweat, and all I can think about is what a terrible situation we’ll be in if Yousef adds the Panzer to his arsenal. At the same time, I’m seriously considering whether I can take a large force by myself, especially with all of my weapons drained.
The truth though’s that I don’t have a choice. First, I was fighting Ishara to stop her from taking control of that machine, and now I’m having to stop Yousef from doing the same thing . . . It’s like the Sulimans really do want me dead. It’s the last thing I think about as I spot the Panzer coming up in the distance, looming between the buildings and standing as still as we left it. It’s still far away though, and a long time before I’m even close to it, but helmet starts lighting up with signals. When I look down, I see block after block lining up with tanks and rocket vehicles, with transports trailing them and soldiers in power armor on all sides. There’s hundreds of them.
“This is going to be bad,” I say as I grit my teeth, my body suddenly twisting out of the way as the first gunfire starts firing into the air. They’ve already spotted me, and the best I can do keep flying forward, descending at a sharp angle and avoiding any hits as I swoop down above them. Before they can react, I’m at the head of the column, my feet slamming onto the pavement and my body twisting toward the vehicles rolling down the street.
I don’t have time to breath before I’m having to twist and roll through the air, streaks of gunfire barely missing me as I go rocketing forward. One of the tanks leading the way tries to fire at me, but it’s too slow. The barrel doesn’t elevate in time, and I go slamming across its roof, my sword cutting down its barrel and sending into an explosion that throws me back into the skies. The second I’m airborne, I see a column of Yousef’s troops that has to be strung out over a couple of blocks, all of them with their guns focused on me.
I’m smacked around by gunfire for a second before I rocket back to the earth, realizing I can’t survive in the air. The second I’m back on the ground, my sword’s cutting through the nearest walkers, their motorized legs slicing apart beneath my blade before I go rocketing forward, skimming along the ground with my sword held out, the edge of it sliding through the armored sides of several vehicles on my left. A few of them explode behind me before I take another sharp angle, this time trying to escape through a nearby alley. I don’t make it. Instead, I get caught between a couple of lines of gunfire that send me tumbling along the ground, my body going head over heels before I land back on my feet. Then I’m running, trying to make it to the other side of the block, when I see more troopers launch into the alley from up ahead. Their guns are already out and firing my way, and I immediately go flying upward, only to be find the air filled with rockets.
The sky’s alive with smoke trails and fire, and all I can do is go swinging back to the ground again, this time slamming into a crowd of walkers. My feet come slamming down into the chest of one of them, the giant robotic suit toppling backward before I turn around, my sword spinning a half circle that cuts through several of them at once. I see the blade cutting through the front plates of their armor and I cringe. I’ve spent so much time trying to keep everyone alive, even the people I fight against, but this is a situation when that just won’t be possible. At the last second, as their suits are exploding apart, I do take some comfort from what Yousef told us, that the suits are mostly controlled remotely from the fort.
All that overthinking is why I don’t get away in time to avoid the rockets that slam on the ground beneath me, the shockwave throwing me backward for almost a half block before I roll into another crowd of walkers. I’ve barely twisted onto my feet before the nearest one pumps a few rounds into me from point blank range, the armor plating on my stomach bursting apart as I go tumbling along the ground. As I’m sliding to a stop, I have to wonder if this was the smart thing to do. It’s the sort of questions you ask when you can feel blood pouring out of your guts, with a half dozen rifles turning toward you.
Which is when an explosion erupts ahead of me, almost the entire street blowing apart as this massive group of figures comes charging through the fire. My eyes go wide when I see that death’s head helmet coming through the flames and spot hulking figures behind it, their man sized rifles firing into the streets. When she offers me a hand up, I can only be grateful.
“Calvary’s arrived, sir,”
she tells me.
“Kali. I never told you to come.”
“I had a good hunch. Let’s move.”
I don’t anything else as I follow her back onto the street, watching as the armored figures have formed a wall of steel that’s firing both ways into the streets. I can see the sparks flying off of their armor as bullet fire rings off of them, ricocheting in all directions as they just absorb the hits. Above us, as rocket fire is closing in from the skies, I see a few of the troopers returning fire of their own. A few of them have shoulder mounted weapons that are fire clouds of mini-rockets into the air, creating a wave of explosions that clears the skies. Kali thrusts her thumb into the air.
“Can you handle that rocket artillery?”
“I’m on it!” I scream as I launch into the air, noticing the sudden lack of attention to me. In the split second I’m back in the skies, I see where more of the DEC troopers are scattered at different junctures along the street, firing from out of alleys or charging headfirst into crowds of walkers, their bladed gauntlets just ripping apart power armor like it’s nothing. Then in the middle of it, the artillery, their rockets aimed to the skies and getting ready to fire again. I go swooping in, my legs crashing down on the top of one of them before I bury my sword deep in the rocket bed. With one running cut, I slice clean down on it before hop scotching to the next one, my sword cutting through the support arms holding the rocket bed upward. With the arms cut, the bed collapses down onto the truck, sending the rockets firing into the driver’s cabin with an explosion that tosses me, and everyone else nearby, down the street.
For a second, everything’s hazy. All I really know’s what my helmet’s telling me. It’s not enough. Even with Kali’s help, we’re outnumbered six to one. The second my vision’s clear, I go flying at another of the artillery vehicles, my sword again cutting through the rocket bed. Still, the second I’m clear and back with Kali, I can tell things are getting bad. Already, I can see the DEC troopers pulling back into buildings, taking cover from the overwhelming fire and trying to carve out a position they can defend. Tank fire is starting to erupt along the streets, causing parts of the surrounding buildings to come crashing down and sending debris raining down on Kali’s people or exposing their defensive positions.
I’m by Kali’s side in a second, her rifle erupting into the streams of walkers pouring out of streets, tearing into them. Still, everyone she kills is replaced. Meanwhile, as my sword is slicing through power armor, I see some of her troopers dropping to a knee as the armor around their legs is blown off and the metal supports holding their suits up are torn apart. Others of them bring their massive arms across their exposed chests, protecting the pilots inside as their chest plating finally gives way under the never ending assault coming them from every angle.
She must see me looking, because she puts herself between me and an incredible amount of gunfire, the plating on her back soaking up damage as she shields me from the attack. “We know what we came here for, Dark Angel. We’re with you, even if we don’t make it out.”
I take a deep breath as I look at her, our eyes meeting for a second, before we just nod once. Then we look forward together, down the street, which looks absolutely choked with walkers converging on us. The DEC troopers around us all raise their rifles, bracing for one more stand, all of them ready to die if it’s their time. Kali’s ready to die for me if she has to. But I don’t want her to die, not there, and that feeling, that stress . . . I start to feel my blood pumping hard through my veins and my eyes going from one person to another, from the DEC troopers to Yousef’s troopers all charging at us. The last thing I hear is Kali’s voice screaming at a trooper next to us, “Why are we getting so much Pocket Space interference? There’s windows popping everywhere.”
Then I see it all. I see every rocket flying at us in the skies. I see every rifle raising up. And then I blink, and when I do, there’s a wave of explosion erupting down the street. Rockets are exploding in midair and walker suits detonating across the sidewalks. Rocket artillery is exploding into the skies. And then I collapse, screaming as I bring my arms across my body, trying keep myself from splitting apart even as the streets behind me are erupting in one long series of explosions. Kali puts an arm around me, shielding me again as she leans into my ear and says, “Holy hell, what did you just do?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know.”
“You just took out a full street of Yousef’s troops.”
She looks up, motioning to her people, who all raise their rifles and start firing, carving out a little more space for us there on the road. “If you could do that just a couple more times . . .”
“I can’t,” I gasp, almost crying as my muscles feel like they’re ripping apart from each other. “I don’t know how I did it. I feel like . . . I feel like I’m dying. I need a second. Just a second.”
She nods, standing upright and firing to her left and her right, her bladed gauntlet cutting at one of the walkers that closes in on her. Its head explodes at the impact before she turns around, this time grabbing another walker by the arm and flipping it over her shoulder and onto the ground. Her knee drives into its chest, explosive fire bursting around her leg before she raises up and fires another burst into a wave of Yousef’s people. The streets are filling up again on all sides as reinforcements arrive. Even if I managed to buy us some time, I feel like I’m barely able to move. My brain is on fire and body is bursting apart, or at least, that’s what it feels like. When I do manage to look up, the streets are choked again, soldiers swarming at us from all sides. All I can think is that, if I’d just, I don’t know, trained more, maybe I could have done something. Maybe I really could have saved us, even as worn out as I feel at that second. But the streets are clogged with Yousef’s people again, and we’re right back to where we started, facing down a small army that we’re just completely outnumbered by.
To be honest, I don’t really see where he comes from. All I know is, one second, we’re staring at this massive crowd of walkers from Fort Silence, and the next second, an absolutely gigantic suit of power armor comes crashing down into the middle of the crowd. The suit’s at least as big as Kali’s, but even broader, with massive pauldrons covering its shoulders and a glittering, golden bear’s head crest decorating the brown painted steel. An unbelievably large, brown fur cloak hangs from his shoulders, and in his hands is a sword as big as I am. It’s like a massive wedge of metal that’s been soldered onto a long handle, but I can tell there’s tech inside of it. My helmet’s picking up a thin Pocket Space field on the edges, a lot like my sword and the blades mounted on Kali’s gauntlets. Still, with the reach of that thing, he spins a circle that absolutely destroys every suit of power armor around him, explosions erupting everywhere his blade touches. He forms a black silhouette against the fire as the skies above start to fill up with Suiciders. Beneath their wings, rockets are pouring out, emptying down into the streets and chewing up Yousef’s forces, who’ve all been focused on getting to me and Kali.
Behind him, I can hear fighting breaking out as whatever troops he arrived with start to go toe to toe with Yousef’s men. I can barely process all of it as he walks up to us, his hand going to his helmet and removing it from the suit. Just like with Kali, it’s obvious that he’s piloting completely from the chest cavity of the oversized armor, and his face is ridiculously out of proportion to his body. Still, he’s handsome, with black matted hair plastered against his head and a little stubble growing across his face. His eyes look my way before he takes a knee, our faces meeting at an equal level.
“Dark Angel,” he says with a bow of his head. “My name is Ned Whitney Lancaster. I was sent here by Erin Donoghue to protect the Panzer. I believe that, together, we can do that.”
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Standing around the streets, with the battle over, I can’t help but take a breath. For a second, it looked bad. I don’t know that we would have pulled it out without the help we got from Neddy. Even standing there, staring at him from across the street, it’s hard not to be a little impressed. His armor’s even more heavily plated than ours. No wonder they say him and his dad were great fighters. With a suit of power armor like that, it’d be hard to take them down. I don’t want to downplay how good he was in the fight though. The man was tearing through soldiers on all sides.
I’m still admiring the armor when I realize the Angel’s staring at me. My eyes snap to hers, and I stare at her through the lenses of my helmet. “Dark Angel. Sorry, I was just . . .”
“I get it. I thought he was a pretty good fighter, too.”
“Have to respect a man who’s almost as good in a fight as I am.”
She smiles. “Almost, huh?”
“I didn’t have thousands of troops backing me up in the fight. Just my people.”
“I know. You did great. I still don’t know how you were out here at just the right time.”
“We had to pull out of Central. Dravic was shutting down the island, and I figured it was just a matter of time before we wouldn’t be able to leave.”
“Sounds like the perfect reason.”
“Well, we did manage to pull your ass out of the fire.”
That gets another smile out of her. “I’m running on empty right now. No weapons, armor’s beaten to hell. I’m not used to having this much help, but I’ll take it.”
“Feels pretty good not being the only one on the battlefield who can take a shot, right?”
“It is pretty nice. Like I was asking though, you seriously just stumbled into this fight?”
“Kind of hard to believe, right? Me and the team started heading out here the second we got out of Central. While we were on our way, we just happened to find Yousef’s people heading the same direction. I made the call to follow them. Good thing too, because you didn’t look like you were in good shape when we found you.”
“I wasn’t.” She pats me on the arm, and I can’t help but feel my stomach bouncing when she says, “Thank you. You were incredible. I could really use someone like you around more.”
I can barely get any words out, and I just kind of stutter, “Yes . . . yes, sir.”
I don’t have any more time to embarrassed myself as Ned Lancaster starts walking toward us, his massive frame creating a heavy thud on the ground as he carries his sword in one hand and his helmet underneath his other arm. When he reaches us, he looks at me first. “You’re . . . Kali. You’ve wiped out a lot of people I knew out there in the Deadlands.”
“Maybe,” I tell him. “I’m not going to apologize about doing my job.”
“I didn’t ask for an apology. Soldiers follow orders, and your people and mine . . . We haven’t exactly been on the best of terms.”
“You’re right. Thank you though, for helping us.”
He nods. “I decided it was time for me to finally commit my people to the fight.” Neddy looks down at the Angel. “I see my judgement wasn’t in error. Dark Angel. Your president, Gabriel Branagh, sent me a message weeks ago now, implying that Yousef would betray him. It seems he was right. When word spread that the Tank had died, I knew the Panzer could not be allowed to fall into Yousef’s hands. The only question I had was, if you had survived your fight with Ishara, whether you had returned to fight for Yousef or not. I am happy to see you realized what a monster he is.”
The Angel nods, staring up at him as she takes in a deep breath. “She left me her recordings, talking about Yousef, about the Sha’b. You know, she even talked about you. You didn’t want to commit your people to Ishara’s cause, but now you’re in the fight?”
“I didn’t want to commit my people to a sibling rivalry. Ishara had many good qualities, but she was blinded by her anger toward her brother. Perhaps for worse, that is why I did not commit my forces to her, but I also could not stand idly by when her brother was at the door of the world’s greatest weapon. I would also be lying if I said say your president’s letter did not shame me into action. He called upon me to respect my father’s wishes, to create a peace between Central and the people of the Deadlands. With so many of our people recovering after the battle at the Panzer, I would have dishonored my father if I would have held back. When Erin made it clear that the Sha’b were on the verge of destruction if Yousef had his way . . .” He shakes his head. “I don’t regret not helping Ishara. She gambled with people’s lives to set a poorly laid trap. What I regret is not doing something that could have made a difference.”
“That’s funny. I’ve spent the last few weeks feeling like that, thinking that if I’d done something, maybe things would have been different. I lost people . . . No, I lost someone, one of the most important people in my life, because I didn’t do something.” She sighs and looks away for just a second before continuing. “We don’t always make the right choices. What matters is what we do with the time we have.”
“Well said. What will you do now, then?”
“Go to Zone Delaware and talk to Erin. Try to convince him that we need to come together if we’re going to defeat Yousef.”
“That’s a plan I can agree with,” he says with a point of his finger. “I’ll return as well and send word ahead for them to expect you. That will keep them from trying to blow you out of the sky when you get there.”
“I’d appreciate it, but what about your men?”
“They’ll stay here and guard the Panzer.” He looks past her, to me. “Would you help them? I saw you in the fight. You’re as tough as the stories say.”
That gets just a small smile out of me, hidden beneath my helmet. “I’d be happy to.”
“It’s done, then. I’ll speak to my engineers. We’ve got supplies in tow. We can patch up your people, make their armor good as new. Best armor in the world isn’t worth much if you can’t move in it.”
“Got that right.”
He nods. “We’ll speak again.”
After Neddy walks off, I look down at the Angel. “Hey. Just, one last thing. About what happened, right before he got to the fight.”
“About how I destroyed all those troops and vehicles.”
“You were fast. It felt like I blinked and you’d just . . . I don’t know.”
The Angel sighs. “Believe me. If I knew how I did it, I’d let you know.”
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Sometimes, life takes you for quite the ride. You’re sitting there, thinking all the world’s your oyster. Or, at least, thinking maybe, just for once, it might not be quite shit. That maybe it will cut you a slice of mercy instead of rolling over you like it has such a love of doing.
There are also times when you don’t know what life’s handed you. That’s what I feel, staring at the message from Neddy on my tablet. “Dark Angel’s coming to dinner, is she,” I say with a laugh. “Of all the times.”
I’m staring down on where the wake’s supposed to be held in maybe an hour. Entire band’s been set out, from the fiddle to the piano. The tables are set with glasses, and the shelves are lined with bottles of whiskey. Overhead, the screen’s got images of Tara from all her fights and speeches. It was unfortunate that not many people knew about Ishara. The room itself was supposed to be for the guests of honor, clan leaders from all around Zone Delaware. A citywide holiday was declared for everyone else living in the zone.
Of course Neddy would message me then, of all times, to tell me that I should welcome the Angel. “Life just doesn’t seem to want to give me a moment’s peace,” I mutter, my fingers moving to the bottle of whiskey on a table next to me. “Think we can get through this, old friend? Ned Lancaster finally throws his lot in with the Sha’b, then comes home telling us to think about an alliance with the Angel. A bit ironic, when you think about it.”
That’s when the alert comes through my earpiece. “Watch post Seven to Erin. We’ve got an intruder here saying she needs to talk to you.”
“Would you kindly share who this intruder might be?”
“The Dark Angel, sir.”
I set aside the bottle of whisky I’m holding when I hear the reply. “The what now? She got here that fast?”
“She says she has something you’ll want to hear.”
I can feel the blood in my veins rushing to my head, like my head’s been slapped between the grips of a vice. Feels like I can barely think straight as I’m flipping around the eyepiece of the headset, giving me a good view of that seven-foot bundle of black armor. “To hell with me . . .”
“Sir?”
The worst part is how she stands there, acting like she’s got not a care in the world. Still, after what she’s done, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t at least a bit impressed at the ballsiness of it all. “Send her here, then. I want an armed guard on her every step of the way. If she slips up, we send her to wherever demons go after they’re killed.”
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I’m really not sure what I’m looking at as I stare down from the balcony. There’s a casket at the back of the room below and a few musicians set up next to it. One’s on a guitar and there’s another on flute, plus someone on drums. The music’s . . . upbeat, and everyone is dancing and drinking. The only thing I can say in all of that is, “Thank you for meeting with me, Erin.”
He doesn’t look over at me at first. Instead, he reaches down to the table next to him and picks up two cups. They’re both filled with a deep brown liquid. He looks like he’s seething, like he’s burning up as he holds the glasses out. “Drink.”
“Um, no, I’m cutting back right now.”
“Drink,” he insists again. “You’re not going to come to a wake and then shame the memory of the grand lady by not drinking to her memory. You’re the one who killed her, after all. Besides, you’ve got the Creep in you. With your kind of metabolism, you’ll only get drunk if you want to. Unless you don’t think I know about all that.”
For a second, I just look at him, but I finally take the glass he’s offering. I toss back a drink, and instantly squeeze my eyes tight. “Feels like fire in my throat.”
That gets a smile out of him as he finally looks at me. “Whisky has a habit of doing that, and worse.”
“You’re being pretty gracious for someone who’s supposedly furious with me.”
“I don’t have the fire in my belly to take it to you. Not without her,” he says as he raises his glass to the casket below us, on the ground floor. “Don’t even know where I’d start.”
I frown and raise my glass alongside him. “To the Tank.”
“To Ishara and Tara, two sides of the same coin.”
I nod and take another drink alongside him, squinting as the liquid sears its way down my throat. “Tara. I learned her name from Ishara’s recordings.”
“A truer woman couldn’t be found in all the Deadlands. She played every bit the part she had to keep Ishara a secret best as she could.”
“And Ishara was trying to keep Yousef from finding her?”
“Wasn’t that solely, no,” he says as the music below us keeps beating, people gathering in a circle and spinning as the pace picks up. “Ishara didn’t have a reputation with the raiders out in the Deadlands. How could she? She was the sister of the Golden Jackal, bloody devil himself. Wasn’t a one of us who could have assumed she was coming with the right intentions. Tara did though. Maybe that’s why they fell in love. Kindred souls and all. Although, I suppose the Creep bond between them helped that along.”
“That was another thing on the recordings. Tara had a reputation with the clans before Ishara ever came along.”
“That she did. If I’m right, then she led a clan at least as large as mine. She wasn’t one of the great clan chiefs, but she had power and a reputation. Exactly the sort of person Ishara needed to help build a movement. Nobody had ever tried to unite the clans before, not on that scale. I’m sure if you’ve listened to Ishara’s recordings then you realize why. Even the great clan chiefs can’t make all of their people fall in line. Well, Neddy may be the exception. He’s got the loyalty of his people down to a man. We could have used him in the fight against Yousef.”
“This is where you lose me. I get why you hate Yousef so much. Believe me, I get why Ishara hates him and I understand him and his father both did some terrible things to you. What I don’t get is why you kept fighting against Central. President Branagh was trying to make peace with you.”
“Was he now? We’ve got your crew dead to rights on video. Tanks, power armor, you name it, and for what purpose? To kill a bunch of wandering clans that make their lives in the Arrowheads? Say what you want about my people or the Wild Forest armies up north, but the people there? We’re talking about 1,300 square miles of land and maybe only 15,000 people living there, and you manage to track them down and kill them. Some of them, at least.”
“Erin, I don’t know what happened, but that wasn’t Central. I watched that city every day from the second I realized things were getting tense. I would have seen the tanks or the troops. There was nothing like that.”
“Then you’re going to have to explain to me why I watched a hundred bodies burned after driving off your people from our territory. Why I got there with my men and women just in time to save more innocents from the end of the gun. Like I said, it’s all on video. The hit came dead of night and without an explanation to be given. And then you wonder why we made a play for the Panzer.”
“Erin, they didn’t . . .” I stop as I’m talking to him, my fingers squeezing together into a fist. “It had to have been Yousef.”
“Come again?”
“Do you think it may be possible that Yousef impersonated troops from Central to get you fighting against the city? You said there was power armor involved, right? Central doesn’t have any tech like that. Not the militia.”
His eyes open a little wider as he sips from his drink. “I suppose he could have used the attack to agitate us into doing something reckless. Might have given your government more reason to put its trust in Yousef at the same time.” His fingers wrap on the balcony as he starts to breath hard. “Ah, damn it all to hell.”
“You think he was playing us the whole time then? It was all just some long game to him?”
“Ishara thought she was luring him in when it must have been the other way around. Gets you and us fighting one another while he kicks his feet back in his fortress, smiling all the while and knowing that we’ll get rid of each other without him having to do a thing.”
“And he had someone on the inside working for him. The former president, Nikola Dravic.”
Erin squeezes his fist and grimaces, looking away for a second before leaning back. “What the hell.”
“He’s been planning all this. He knew it would take a year to get it all into motion. Since before I got there.” I put a fist to my heart and take a heavy breath. “He couldn’t have planned for something like me, so he started finding ways to keep me from turning against him. Yousef used his friendship with me to keep me from taking a hard stand against him. At least, he did that until he thought he had a way to kill me and his sister at the same time.”
“I’m not quite understanding you on that last point.”
I look over at him and struggle to find the words. “Did you . . . see, what happened on the panzer?”
“I got the video feed in a file Tara sent along before she passed on.”
“Then you saw how Ishara died.”
“It was some sort of . . .” He shakes his head, and I can see a pained expression in his face as he’s recalling the moment. “Some sort of convulsion, it looked like.”
“Did you see what happened to me after that?”
“Well, that was impossible to miss. You went tumbling over the side of the deck like a drunken sailor.”
“I was being hit by the same thing affecting Ishara. I don’t know how Yousef did it or what he used, but it affected me and her. The only difference is that I survived.”
Erin nods. “Else we wouldn’t be sharing drinks.” He finishes his glass off and sets it aside. “You still haven’t told me why you’re here.”
“I need your help.”
“Neddy mentioned it.” He looks amused. “And why would I want to help you?”
“Because it’s time to make this right. I know you hate me, Erin, and I—”
“Let me stop you a moment before you continue. I don’t hate you. Are we clear?” He reaches inside his shirt and lifts out a small cross tied to his necklace. “You know what this means?”
“I do. My best friend told me about what that used to mean, in the Old World. He had faith in that kind of thing.”
“I’m taking it you don’t share the same beliefs as your friend.”
“I don’t.”
“I take it seriously in between the times when I’m not. It’s hard to be a religious man when you’ve got the sort of . . .” He smirks as he runs a hand over his smooth head. “When you’ve got the sort of fire inside that I’ve got. That fire, it’s made me do things that I’ve regretted later. I have a sadistic streak that comes out in the heat of the moment.”
“Like when you shot Tommy.”
His eyes go to mine. “Thomas is a prime example. That’s the thing though. Left to my own devices, I wouldn’t regret it. I like the feeling, of hurting my enemy. Puts a little beat into my heart.”
“I don’t have that.”
“Not sure you should. That’s why the faith’s so important to keeping me in line. It reminds me that my lesser angels aren’t ones I should be listening to.” He tucks the cross back into his shirt. “Tara and Ishara used to say the same thing, that I needed to think more about the greater good. It’s hard to think about that when you’re struggling to survive in a world designed to grind you up.”
“Ishara left a message for you. I can give it you to listen to. It’s not that long, but she believed in you, Erin. She said you were a man who had a tough raising. That you did a lot of things, bad things, because you were violent. She also said you wanted to be better than that. Ishara said you wanted the chance to make real peace out here.”
He takes a drink from his glass and just stares down, out at the celebration, with people raising toasts and cheering the Tank. “Said that, did she?”
“Yeah. And she asked me to try and make things right with you so we could take out Yousef together.”
He tucks the cross back inside his shirt and looks away. “This friend of yours, the religious one. He in the militia too? You intend to fight for him?”
“I’m going to be fighting for him, but he won’t be there to see what happens when this is all over. Yousef backstabbed him too. He died because of that.”
“Christ,” he says as he looks up at the roof. “My condolences on your sad occasion.”
“My condolences to you, too.”
“What do you need from me, Dark Angel. You say you need my help to make all this right. You arrive on the day of a wake, talking about getting vengeance for Tara and Ishara. Whether it’s fate or God, you couldn’t have picked a better day to try and get on my good side. Still, you’re asking a lot after killing so many of my people, not to mention killing the one woman who ever tried to unite the clans.”
“I can tell you this. I tried to keep as many people of yours alive as I could. Every fight. The ones you found on rooftops after having their gliders destroyed or the ones who walked away with their arms and legs still on them, when I could have just sliced them off.”
“Yeah. Ishara did mention that was a bit of a curiosity.”
“And I’m not going to stand in front of you, at a funeral for two women, and tell you I shouldn’t be held responsible for what I did. When all of this is over, if you want me to stand some kind of trial, if you need that justice, I’ll do whatever it takes to make this right between us. Before any of that happens though, we need to get rid of Yousef. He’s got Central under lockdown, and he’s splitting his forces between the city and Fort Silence. I’ve got people ready to fight back in the city, but we’ve got to give them a fighting chance. We’ve got to take the fight to Yousef and split his forces. The Northwest Creep Colony is dead, so we’ll have a direct path to the fort. With your soldiers hitting from the north and the militia fighting in the city, Yousef will be vulnerable enough that I’ll be able to take my shot at him.”
“That’s a tall tale. Fort Silence is the best defended place in all the surrounding Deadlands. Think we’re stupid just because we’re a bunch of raider lowlifes? We’ve scouted. We’ve seen the walls and the canons protecting the fort. And how could we forget the massive flying ship he’s got protecting him now. How do you propose that we fight our way in?”
“By doing exactly what Ishara wanted and driving the Panzer right into his territory. I saw how Ishara was controlling it. I can operate it too. Ned might have secured the area, but Yousef’s going to try and go back for the Panzer eventually. We’ve got to secure it before he does.”
Erin licks at his lips, and I can tell he has his doubts. “The Dark Angel. Suddenly, she wants to fight for the lives of us lowly raiders.”
“I’ve made a lot of assumptions about you and your people, and I was wrong. I’m here now. And I know you’re not just raiders. You’re people, just people who want to live their lives. Help me lead those people to something better than what they have.”
“I’m no leader, Angel. That’s what you’re not understanding. Not on that scale. Yeah, I did well enough managing my crew. Ishara . . . she was the one who managed the whole alliance. Now imagine me trying to steer a ship as big as this one. A whole military operation, running all of our forces? And it’s not just the military. I’d have to convince the other clan leaders that this was a fight worth having.”
“We’re all going to have to push ourselves if we want to win this one, Erin. We’re going to have to do things we’re not comfortable doing. We can win, though. Besides . . .” I extend one of my armored hands toward him. “We can do this just like you did with Tara and Ishara. I know you were the glue, the person convincing all the other leaders to listen to Tara. All I’m asking is you do that one more time, this time for me. Then I’ll lead us into the fight.”
He stares at me for a long time, his eyes going between my face and my hand. “This just to get back at Yousef?”
“No. It’s to make sure your people and my people can live out here without Yousef threatening to wipe us all out. It’s for the people we’ve lost so far. What was the point of all this fighting if we let Yousef win now? They can’t have died for nothing.”
“Honorable words, if I ever heard them.” He shakes his head and turns to me, his hand reaching out to grab mine. “Alright then. Neddy’s only a day out. In the meantime, I’ll get the rest of the great chiefs together. Then it’s your job to make your case.”




Erins’s Recording 02
I find the old girl standing by the whiskey bar when I come in. “Caught yourself a taste for it, did you?” I ask as I walk up to her. “No harm in it, so long as you keep a tight leash on the drink.”
“It’s good. I’m not drinking, though.”
“But you’re thinking about having one.”
She looks my way, those piercing eyes of hers staring at me from beneath the mask. “The first time I met Yousef, it was over drinks. I really thought he understood me, at the time. He rattled off this whole story about how he lost his sister and how he was fighting to make the sort of world she’d want.”
“Don’t beat yourself up over it. If there’s one thing I know, sure as day and night, it’s that Yousef has his way off deceiving people. It’s his superpower, as it were. The silver tongue. He could sell a mother on the idea of giving up her child to another woman if he had to.”
“That sounds more than a little insane.”
“Man killed his own father and sister and still managed to keep his hands clean to his people. A man like that, he rules the world through his words. At least, until the lies catch up, at which point he rules at the end of aa gun. I like to imagine that way of living catches up to you, eventually.”
“It does. After this last fight, Yousef won’t ever threaten anyone ever again.”
I see her fists clenching as she says it, and I stretch a hand out to her. “Listen. I’m not as strong as you. Certainly don’t have the ability to lead a whole army like this. With that said, I’m an older gun. I’ve done my share of fighting and killing, and I know the things I regret and the mistakes I’ve made. So, for whatever it’s worth,  I just want to offer one piece of advice.  Take it or leave it. I had the same arrangement with Ishara.”
“Okay.” She takes a deep breath and looks over at me. “What’s the advice?”
“Don’t get caught up in the emotion of it all. You’re the biggest, strongest gun we have. By all accounts, you think faster in the middle of a fight than just about anyone, and I’ve got no doubts you can coordinate this whole thing. Won’t none of that matter if we get into the thick of it, only to have you lose yourself because you want revenge. Am I making myself clear?”
“No, I get it. Once . . . There was one time, a long time ago, that I did something terrible. I lost control because I got so . . . so angry that I stopped holding back on my power. I blacked out, and when I came to, a lot of people were dead. Ever since then, I’ve done my best to hold back on what I can actually do. I’ve tried to fight without killing anyone whenever I could. So, I know I have to watch myself when I’m out there.”
“Here’s the thing though. For this fight? You’re are going to need to go all out, to bring the pain. You just have to control it. It’s like a fire. You can either let it rage out of control, or you can use it to get some good done.”
She smiles as she looks my way. “I can see why Tara and Ishara liked you.”
“I was a crueler man before I met them.” I shrug as I look down at the whiskey table. “Drank too much and took too much pleasure in hurting others. Turns out, once they calmed me down, I had a lot of advice to give. Most of it comes from my mother.” I can’t help running a finger down the chain around my neck and to the cross on my chest. “Family, friends, faith. The three things she tried to give me before she died.”
“And then you became a raider yourself.”
“Well, living in the territory of a man like Daniel Pearson, there’s not many ways of moving up in the world that don’t involve violence. I didn’t see any other choice.”
She straightens up, and when she does, it’s like she gains a few inches. Seven feet of black armor and intimidation, but the eyes that look at me from underneath the mask are full of compassion. “This fight isn’t going to make everything right in the world, but it will make the world better for everyone who comes after us. There’s a little girl I’m fighting for, too.”
“Daughter?”
“No.” She laughs. “I’m barely old enough to even think about having kids, but she’s a lot like me. If I ever did want kids, having a girl like her wouldn’t be so bad.”
“Funny thing. After I met Ishara and Tara, I realized I couldn’t be the old gunner I used to be. Suddenly, I was fighting for someone other than myself. Fighting for something bigger than myself. Ishara and Tara helped us build this place. Somewhere we could put some roots down and have families. If you turn out to be half the woman they were, then I’ve got big hopes for the future.”
She raises a glass of water to me. “To Tara and Ishara.”
I can’t help but return the gesture with my glass of whisky. “To Tara and Ishara.”




Dodger’s Recording 21
I’m rubbing my temples as I talk into my mic, Colonel Martin sitting beside me. “Patel. Yazzie. You’re both there?”
He answers first. “I am.”
She replies second. “With you, lieutenant.”
“Alright. I wanted to talk to you one last time just because this is all going to happen soon, and I need to keep my head clear about where everyone’s going to be.”
Yazzie says back, “We’re here to help, even if that just means listening.”
“Okay. So, we know that when Jackie gets Yousef to move his troops, they’re all going to cross north to reinforce Fort Silence using Martial Bridge. When we get word from our people that the last of the forces Yousef is moving have crossed over, we’re going to start our evacuation. The island’s 13 miles long so there’s no way we can get everyone off, but we can do our best. We’ll start by moving our people in the south across Freedom Bridge and into Second Freedom. With most of Yousef’s forces off the island, the militia is going to have to fight to take the bridge and open the way south.
“That means moving everyone from the Governance District down, or basically everyone from 23rd street and south of it. That’s thousands of people, and the militia’s going to be working overtime to protect them. Realistically, we’re only going to get so many across. When it becomes clear that Dravic’s responding to stop us, we’re going to have to make some hard calls.” I catch a glimpse from Colonel Martin as I’m saying it. “I mean, I’m going to have to make some hard calls. Anyone caught above 23rd street without any way to get off the island will have to move to the old sports stadium in the Shoreline District. The one they call the Garden. It’s a place we can defend pretty easily and hopefully hold until reinforcements come, but we don’t want to move too many people there too early. We don’t want a lot of people trapped in Central, and the Garden is too close to Central Primary.”
Patel speaks up. “That’s still a lot of ground to cover for people on foot. From 23rd street to Freedom Bridge, there’s about four miles to walk.”
“We’ve got two other positions where people can settle in if things get bumpy. The old courthouse and city hall buildings are pretty sturdy. The militia will have to hold the fields around them to protect the people inside, but . . . that’s just the way it is.”
“Where’s the other spot for people to go?”
“If they’re south of the Garden but north of the old city hall, then there’s that old university near Washington Square Park. You didn’t really get this information since it wasn’t important to your orders, since you’ll be helping people north of midtown.”
“Got it.”
“Anyone north of midtown but west of the Green Zone will be evacuating west, across Colonial Bridge. We’ve got colonies on the other side that can take incoming immediately, and it’s a place where the militia can settle in and guard against any of Dravic’s forces pushing across the bridge. Anyone living around there who can’t make it to the bridge should move east into the Green Zone itself, where we’ll have most of the militia fall back once people are safely off the island and it’s clear we can’t get anyone else away. People coming from the north of the island will have to go to the Green Zone too, since they’ll be too far away from Colonial Bridge to evacuate, and we can’t send them north over Militia Bridge. That’d be sending them to die at the hands of Yousef’s troops. Same thing for those living in the districts east of the Green Zone. We can’t send them east. We’ve never set up a successful colony out there, so that’d only be sending them to die in the Creep. This means that half the population of Central’s going to end up settling into an area that’s less than three miles long and half a mile wide.”
Yasmine interrupts. “Are we hoping to push back?”
“I’d like to. We’ll have the numbers advantage, but Yousef’s got all the heavy weapons on his side, the tanks and power armor. I’m thinking that by splitting up his forces even more, by forcing them to go west and south, we’ll have a fighting chance of defending the Green Zone. He’s not going to obliterate it. It’s where all the food he needs to run Central is grown. So, we’ll use that to our advantage. By holding up in the Zone, we’ll force him to go easy on the heavy weaponry. Meanwhile, our militia forces on the bridges will get reinforcements from the colonies and push back if the situation is friendly to them. I’m leaving that in the hands of our officers. They’ll be in touch with me and I’ll coordinate any responses.”
Martin nods. “It’s as good as any plan we can come up with to move tens of thousands of people off the island.”
“Well, you did make it,” I say as I smile at him. “If things look like they’re getting really bad, the outer colonies will have to start evacuating south, to Zone Delaware. It’ll be the only place for our people to go if Yousef holds Central.”
Yasmin speaks up one more time. “Worst case scenario. What do we end up doing?”
“Worst case scenario? We end up doing the only thing that’s reasonable,” I tell her as I take a deep breath. “Getting everyone over to the colonies as we can and then destroying the bridges to Central Freedom behind us. Yousef and Dravic may have the resources to repair military hardware, and there might be great scientists, but there’s nobody in our world that could build bridges that big. There just isn’t the infrastructure or the planning. It’d cut off Central from the Deadlands for years. There wouldn’t be any way for Yousef to move troops against Zone Delaware without flying everybody over, and even Yousef doesn’t have the ability to fly tanks and multiple suits of power armor without wasting a lot of resources. We’d be splitting up the last of humanity for the foreseeable future though, so . . . let’s make sure it doesn’t come to that.”




Erins’s Recording 03
I wave a hand at the table in front of her. “While, speaking honestly, there are too many clans out there to count, these four individuals represent the most influential voices among the people of the Deadlands.” I watch Jackie’s eyes go between all of them, looking each of them in your eyes. “You may have heard of them, but I doubt you’ve seen them. At least, I doubt you’ve seen most of them. The older gentleman on your right’s Daniel Pearson. I’m not exaggerating when I tell you he has control over the largest number of able-bodied individuals outside of Central.”
Daniel bows his head, his keen eyes peering out between those bushy eyebrows and his deep voice grumbling out from beneath his tumbling gray beard. “Only the Tank ever rallied more men and women to her cause than I did.”
“It’s true.” I wave further down the table. “That there’s Ashanti Bonsu. You’ve likely had run ins with her people. They used to live pretty close to Central.”
“Some still do,” Ashanti adds as she leans across the table, her colorful dress cascading around her as she folds her hands together. “They prefer to roam free than be behind walls.”
“Well, can’t say she’s lying. Lots in the clans are like that. This here,” I say with a motion to my left, “Is Marc Lopez. Drinks, drinks more, kills his enemies like an expert.”
Marc raises a glass, his pale features hidden by that short trimmed beard of his. “The killing’s for my people, on the record.”
“Sure it is, Marc,” I say as I motion to one final person at the end of the table. “And that would be Ned Whitney Lancaster. I believe you know each other.
She nods to him. “Thank you again for your help.”
Ned nods back to her, leaning back in his chair as his fur cloak falls around him. “No need, Angel. I serve the greater good.”
Daniel’s eyebrow cocks upward at that as he grins over at Neddy. “Always the paragon, eh Ned? Not a rotten bone in your body.”
“I try to honor my father.”
“Yes, your father. The one who tried to work with the dogs at Central. How’d that work out for him?”
I raise my hand. “Gentlemen, I believe we have bigger issues to worry about. As I said in my message to all of you, it seems clear to me that Yousef tried to start us fighting with each other. Let’s not be holding Central accountable for the crimes of a mad warlord.”
Pearson looks back at me. “Go on then, Erin. You were the one who originally convinced us to throw in with the Tank. What do you have to say now?”
I lean in. “Listen, I know that none of us sitting at this table’s happy, but I don’t think I have to remind everyone here that we’re not done with this war. There’s a power-hungry madman preparing to march on the Deadlands. Eventually, he’s going to turn his sights here. We all originally sided with the Tank for this reason, to destroy the people wiping us out. There’s no point in having a home here in the south when there’s a Panzer and a flying warship waiting out there to wipe us out.”
Ashanti looks over at the Angel. “Is this why you’ve called us together, then? To see if we would fight with you against the general?”
She nods. “I know that I deserve your hatred. I didn’t directly kill the Tank, but I played a part. I didn’t know  it was going to happen, but I let myself be a tool for Yousef. More than that, I know that I’ve made life hell for some of your people over the last year.”
“You destroyed operations meant to resupply our people.”
“In fairness, I don’t know who your people are out there and who isn’t. Let’s not pretend that every raider out there’s being handed down orders by any of you. There are still vicious people out there exploiting innocent people.” She shakes her head. “And let’s not forget that the current fight between the raiders and Central started because someone wiped out an innocent colony at Perth.” Her eyes go to Neddy. “At Proprietary Colony, the same place where one of your old chiefs tried to make a home for his people. Somebody disrespected his legacy, what he’d fought for. I understand Central isn’t innocent, but all this fighting needed a spark. Afterward, everything started spiraling out of control.”
Ashanti nods. “As you say . . . fair enough. You do know that they were punished though?”
“Yes, I know.”
“There was no reason for what you did in the Arrowheads. There was no reason to kill so many . . .”
I’m forced to interrupt. “Just, to put a pin on the matter. Yes, there were clansmen out here who killed those people at the Proprietary Colony. They were punished accordingly. It was likely Yousef who attacked your people, Ashanti. That’s when I started arguing with the Tank that we needed to move on Central. Is it fair to say that we were manipulated?”
Ashanti takes a long breath and closes her eyes. “Yes. It seems we were manipulated from the start.”
“Fantastic. Then that means our real enemy’s out there. We’ve all known this from the start. We’ve all known that even if Central’s where the food is, it’s Yousef who’s got the guns. If you want justice for your people, you’re going to have to consider what the Angel’s proposing.”
Marc waves a hand. “Yes, it is true that we all want to defeat Yousef. But with the Angel? She’s not one of us.”
“No, but she’s calling us to fight our common enemy. Surely that requires consideration?”
Neddy takes a deep breath as he taps a little on the table. “We have a common enemy, and we were former allies with Central. We never had that with Fort Silence. My father forged a peace between the clans faithful to him and the city. We can do so again, this time to defeat Yousef.”
That gets another grumbling from Pearson, who slams the table with that massive hand of his. “Are you all so young that you don’t remember the Butchering Field? Fort Silence was still part of a union with Central when that happened. But you all have the guts to sit here and talk if they’re different.”
The Angel raises a hand, trying to get a word in. “Ishara talked about the Butchering Field, in her recordings, but she didn’t actually explain what they were. Can you at least tell me what that is?”
“What that is?” His eyes burned like stoked coals as he turns to look at her. “You come here asking for peace without even knowing what it is your country did to us?”
“I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking.”
“Very well.” He waves a hand to me. “Erin should have told you. His grandfather died there, some 40 years ago. Yousef calls it Victory Field. Does that ring any bells?”
I can see the Angel take in a deep breath. “The field surrounding Fort Silence. The day the fort had its biggest victory against your clans.”
“Victory? A slaughter,” he spits out. We were summoned for peace discussions. After weeks of sending food and supplies as peace offerings, your leaders finally convinced the clans to attend a peace summit. Tens of thousands of clansmen and women, almost ten percent of our entire population, camped out in front of the walls of your fort. All of them slaughtered in a cowardly surprise attack. Your soldiers came to our camps and danced with us. They brought food and drink. They camped with us beneath the skies. Then, in the dead of night, after we’d been there for a week, they shot our people to death while they slept. Now you tell me why I should trust the word of a Central dog?”
“Do you think that everything’s been peaches out there with your people? That your hands are clean? I’m not here to point fingers at anybody, but I . . .” She shakes her head. “I was personally affected by people who raided and killed friends of mine. You’ve been hurt? I’ve been hurt too. It’s not easy for me to stand here and admit I was wrong for judging all of you just because some of you hurt me. But I’m trying, and I just want you to try and do the same thing.”
There’s this long moment when Daniel looks at her, not saying a word and just letting those eyes of his, sharpened over the long years, cut into her. “You don’t know me, or you didn’t, until today. But I knew you. I recognized you the moment we first saw video of you here, in the zone.”
“What? I don’t . . .”
“The ones you killed in the north. They were cruel. Barbaric. Perhaps they deserved to die.” He points a finger to his eye and then to her. “You killed them all, but one. A young man, barely more than a boy, left behind to record the battle. He brought us the video of you.” The Angel takes a deep breath as she stares at him, not saying a word and letting him continue. “This woman who would lead us into war against Yousef is no less a monster. I saw it with my own eyes. I saw the Creep take her over, change her into one of those beasts we fight across the Deadlands, except strong enough to wipe out an army. What happens when she loses control again and turns on us?”
Marc looks over at her. “Is this true?”
“That won’t happen again,” she tells him. “It was . . . I didn’t mean to do it. I still didn’t know how to control my powers. And if you think I don’t think about it, don’t regret it . . .” Her hand wipes at her mouth as she tries to find words. “I’ve spent more time killing myself about what happened that day than anyone could imagine. I regret it with everything in me, but that isn’t who I am anymore. I won’t let anything like that happen again.”
Daniel speaks again. “And I can’t trust the word of a woman who slaughtered so many, no matter how much they deserved it. The same woman who killed the Tank. You speak about change and coming together, but you’re a mass murderer in addition to being the killer of the one person who managed to bring so many of us together.” He looks over at Ashanti. “Should I honor our traditions for a woman like that?”
Ashanti hesitates just a moment before saying anything. “Daniel, I can believe in change. I can believe in people becoming more than what they were. She is here now asking for us to fight the same fight that the Tank asked us to. I can believe in her cause.”
“And I respect that, but I cannot. I’m older than all of you. I’m the only one who saw the Butchering Field. And I’m the only one of you who’s seen the video of this person when she’s lost control of herself.” He looks at the Angel, but he doesn’t look angry. Daniel, in all the years I’ve known him, has rarely looked so conflicted. “There are more than a dozen clans and over a hundred thousand men and women who look to me to protect them. Over a hundred thousand who call the Wild Forests their home. Of those, tens of thousands of able bodied fighters. But I cannot ask them to fight for you.” She takes a deep breath and looks nervous as they stare at each other from different sides of the table.
After taking a long look away, he finally looks her in the eyes again. “However, I will not tell them not to fight for you. The clans may look to me for leadership, but I am no general of a fortress, no president of a country.” He looks at me. “Did I tell you not to go searching for the Tank when you heard about her? Did I order you not to go, or order your clan to stay in the Wild Forest?”
I shake my head. “No. You let me do as I please. I respected you the more for it.”
“Then the same it will be here,” he says as he looks at the Angel. “Every man and woman has a conscience to live by. I may have never believed as much in the idea of the Sha’b as some of my fellow chiefs, but I had one thing in common with the Tank. You fight for what you believe in. If any of my people choose to fight for you, then so be it. The rest I will lead back with me, to the north. If you win this battle, prove that you truly are committed to the good of the Sha’b . . . Well, then we can discuss alliances in the future.”
The Angel nods. “Thank you.”
And just like that, old man Daniel pulls away from the table and walks out of the room, leaving the five of us there. After a second of awkward silence, I heave out and slap the table. “Well, that’s a loss. Daniel had some of the finest fighters in all of the zone.”
Marc puts his glass to his lips and takes a deep drink before looking over at Ashanti. “You still intend to follow this person? This stranger who’s been accused of being a monster?”
She bows her head. “I am. My people have suffered the most at the hands of Fort Silence, being so close to it. We found a refuge here in the zone, and we may never get another chance to earn freedom from General Suliman.”
He looks my way. “I’ll throw in, then. I’ve always given Ashanti’s people a home in my territories whenever they’ve needed a home. As she goes, I go. But that’s not a secret.”
The Angel nods to the both of them. “Thank you. Every person who fights with us is a big help. We’ll need every person we can get to breach the walls of Fort Silence.” Her eyes slowly move to Neddy. “And are you still going to fight with us? Are you going to stand by what you said at the Panzer?”
Ned sits there a long time, his hand over his mouth as he rests his elbow on the table. After a while, we start to wonder if he’s going to say anything at all. Finally, after a minute or two, he takes a deep breath and speaks up. “My father always told me that he believed the only way forward for all of us, for humanity, was by finding ways to work alongside one another. It’s why he was such a strong ally to Central, even when Nikola Dravic was president of the city. He never trusted the man though. My father said you should be cautious of anyone who strongly desires power, because they are the least likely to be deserving of it.
“When I brought my people south, I slowly earned the loyalty of surrounding clans by being fair in all my decisions. By the time the Tank arrived, I’d earned the loyalty of tens of thousands spread from Zone Delaware north to the bay separating the Deadlands from Central Freedom. Perhaps I never trusted her, but I believed in bringing our people together. I opened the zone to her because I wanted the clans to have one place they could call home, a Central Freedom of their own.”
He pauses for a second as he looks at her. “The Tank was driven by revenge. Nikola Dravic was a man obsessed with power for the sake of it. I don’t know what drives General Yousef, but he’s willing to destroy anyone who disagrees with him. But you . . . I believe you truly wish for the good of all people. So tell me,” he says as he leans in, “If we followed you . . . If we went to war with you . . . What do you want when peace finally comes to the Deadlands? Where would you go and what role would you take on?”
“Peace in the Deadlands,” she repeats. “That’s easy. I’ve said the same thing to everyone who’s ever asked me that question.”
“And that answer is?”
She takes a long, slow breath before saying anything else. “I want to have a small home where I can tend a garden, like my mother. I want a place where I can play baseball, like my father taught me. I want a place where I can live out my days in peace.”
Neddy looks a little surprised as he leans back into his chair. “That’s it?”
“I never wanted to be a fighter. I definitely don’t want to lead any cities or countries. When all of this is over, I don’t want anything else to do with war or politics. But, as long as I have the power to change things, to make life better for everyone else . . . Yes. Then I’ll lead. That’s the only reason I want to take this fight to Yousef, because there are people living in Central and here in Zone Delaware that deserve a chance to live their lives in peace.”
“Well said,” he tells her as he looks away.
I smile. “The lady here’s got her heart in the right place, I can say as much.”
“I thought so.” He taps the table. “I’ll rally my people.”
She nods to him. “Thank you, Neddy.”
“And are we to simply keep calling you the Angel, then?”
She smiles at him and takes a deep breath, her hand moving to her neck. “No. If you’re going to fight with me, then you should at least know who I am.” I see her finger press at a button below her jaw, and a second later, the helmet around her face is vanishing into blue light. When it’s gone, I’m frankly amazed at the girl underneath. Not to be insulting, it’s just that she’s . . . young. Young compared to me, at the very least. For a second, she runs a hand through those waves of dense hair before saying anything else. “My name is Jackie Coleman. Thank you for trusting me and fighting with me. Now let’s finally finish this war.”
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I can hear Erin’s voice even if I can’t see him. “What’s it like, plugged in that way?”
“Basically? Insanity,” I tell him as I raise my hand. When I do, I can feel the metal plates under my feet vibrating. “The arm’s moving.”
“I could’ve told you that much.”
“You can see it?”
“I’m looking right at it. You’ve got the arm raised just about to the Panzer’s face. Speaking of which, would you kindly lower it? It’s making me just a bit nervous.”
“Oh, sorry,” I say as I lower my arm again. A second later, my connection to the Panzer cuts off, and I’m able to take the interface helmet off. “It’s just like working with my armor. The neural connection basically responds to whatever you’re thinking or want. There’s basically no lag between when I raise my arm and the robot raises its arm, and when I want to disconnect, the interface does it automatically.”
“What’s it actually look like when you’re plugged in?”
“I can’t really see anything, because we haven’t finished repairs on the face plate. It’s kind of like seeing with radar. I get a lot of images that look like the city, but everything’s in energy readouts, like I see the shapes of buildings in heat and electricity, but I’m not really seeing anything.”
“Interesting. So, I’m assuming that when you want to move, the Panzer just . . . does it?”
“Yeah. I think all I have to do is think for the legs to move, but to use the arms, I’ve actually got to swing my own arms around.”
“Interesting design choice. I’m assuming that’s because they thought it’d be intuitive that way. Or are you even sure you need to move your arms? Maybe you’re just doing that instinctually, but the armor would move them for you either way. I don’t recall seeing Ishara moving her arms.”
“Erin, I really don’t know. Anyway, how’re repairs on the faceplate?”
“Shouldn’t be long now. Turns out the only thing wrong with it was some parts were burnt out. Engineers are doing their bit now. We should be able to raise the face once they’re all done.”
“Good. I’d rather not think about walking into Fort Silence without all the protection we can get.”
“Speaking of the fort, we’ve got visitors for you.”
“Yes?”
“That friend of yours, the one walking around with a scary bunch of power armor jockeys. Devleena Kumar, if I’m remembering correctly.”
“Kali.” It brings a smile to my face. “It’s nice to know she’ll be on our side.”
“You’re telling me. At any rate, shall we be heading below decks to meet with them?”
“Yeah, let’s not keep her waiting too long.”
The service elevator that leads down through the center of the Panzer is honestly terrifying. It’s narrow, so there’s not a lot of space. Then you have to unload and take a second service elevator down the leg. I get the feeling these were mostly supposed to be used by engineers who knew more about how to get around the thing. You can see panels where it looks like you could go in and out, but honestly, it’s not something I really want to try. There’s nothing quite like the thought of getting stuck inside the belly of a giant robot to make you feel nervous.
When we finally unload back on ground level, Kali’s already there with her helmet tucked under her arm. She looks my way with a smile. “Heavy Metal. Just wanted to check in with you. You’ve been really busy since you got back.”
“Kali.” I smile back. “Sorry if I haven’t had time to catch up. I know it’s a lot to ask you to come out here and fight with us when we’ve barely talked more than a few times.”
“It’s really not a big deal. I was just trying to figure out what’s coming up next. Ned helped us repair our suits, but the guys are getting antsy waiting on what’s coming next.”
“Well, we still can’t leave for a few days. We’re waiting for the rest of the raiders to arrive tonight, when they can move in the dark. Then we’ll need to do some organizing, but we’ll be leaving at nighttime.”
“I get it. Makes it a little easier to keep this operation a secret.”
“Pretty much. Once this robot starts walking, Fort Silence is going to know we’re heading their way. I’d like to keep that from happening for as long as possible.”
She nods. “Understood.” Then, for a second, she looks back at her people before looking my way again. “Listen, there was something I did want to know . . . How are you going to want to use us, exactly?”
I look past her to the crowd of DEC troopers that are huddled together in bunches, talking with one another. “You guys are wearing some of the most advanced power armor in the Deadlands.”
“Only person with better tech is you,” she says with a smile. “Ned may be about as tough as us, but he’s the only raider wearing any power armor like that.”
“Right, suits as big as what you guys wear aren’t exactly common. Well, I have been thinking about it, and the Sulimans had this thing they called their vanguard, the group at the head of all the action. They were the tip of the spear and the old general’s personal protectors.”
“So what’s that mean for us?”
“I want you to be my vanguard too. Nobody on the ground’s going to have the kind of power your team and I do, so let’s make that into something. You’ll lead the way in until I have a chance to link up with you, then we move in on Yousef together.”
“Entry force. I got it. We bust down the walls and let the flood in.”
“Does that work for you?”
“It doesn’t really matter what I think, sir. You tell us to do it, we’ll do it.”
I shift a little when she says that. “Look, I get how that works. I understand that you’ve got to have discipline and all. You’re not just some grunt though. You brought these guys out here, so you’re in charge of them. These are your people’s lives. If I tell you something but you’ve got a better idea, then you need to let me know. Alright?”
She nods again, except this time she’s the one who looks uncomfortable. “Sorry, sir. I’m still getting used to all this myself. It’s the first time we’ve fought for anyone that wasn’t the general. I’m used to making tough calls, but asking them to give up everything they’ve known . . .”
“Hey, it’s fine. Actually, I kind of understand where you’re coming from. I still remember when my friends made the stupid decision to follow me out into the Deadlands. That’s a lot of responsibility.”
“I’m just glad you understand where I’m coming from.”
“Listen. I’m serious about you bringing up a problem with me if there is one.”
“Alright, but serious question time.”
“Yeah?”
“Can we actually call ourselves that? We’ve called ourselves Metal Heads for so long, but calling ourselves the Vanguard just sounds so much more kickass.”
I just blink at her for a second as we’re standing there. “Uh, sure. I guess we could . . . even put that into the official list of call codes.”
“That’s incredible. Let’s do that,” she says with a point of her gigantic metal finger.
Erin leans in between us, his eyes on me. “Pardon my interruption, but speaking of the war effort, I’ve already sent out orders. It’s all well and good to say you want your new Vanguard leading the way, but where do you actually want them? You know, when you’ve actually got this army marching.”
I look at him. “With the central column moving to the gate. We’ll have support north and south to draw fire away from the center while the Panzer provides cover fire.”
Kali raises her hand. “Any standard air support?”
“Not like what you guys have. Yousef lost a lot of Talons trying to take the Panzer, but he’ll have more. The Panzer’s going to try and keep the air clear, but I’m sure Yousef’s going to point the Dynamis at us pretty early in the fight. You will have Suiciders supporting you, so there’s that. They’re not as fast or powerful as a Talon, but they’re a hell of a lot more maneuverable, and that’ll count for something with most of the fighting happening in the city streets.”
Erin looks over to Kali. “Now that we’re getting all this on the table, you’re the one turning traitor on Fort Silence. Anything else you might be able to offer about taking out the general?”
“Well, the first problems the main gate into Fort Silence.” She looks at me. “You’ve been there.”
“Yeah, I have. It’s a pretty thick gate.”
“That’s not the only thing. The walls and the gate are made of a special ablative material. The impact from shells disperses pretty evenly, and energy fire just kind of fizzles out across the surface.”
“So, the gate can take blunt hits from tank shells and energy rounds.”
“Yeah.”
“I noticed you didn’t say whether it could be cut open,” I tell her with a smile. For a second, she looks confused, until finally it clicks in her head.
“Wait. You’re going to try and cut through the gate with your sword?”
“Right. I’m not sure if you know how the tech in your gauntlets work, but it’s almost identical to how my sword works. The sword’s not sharp because of the edge. It displaces matter around it because it generates this tiny Pocket Space field along the surface. It’ll cut through almost anything that isn’t designed to protect against that field. That’s why you leave breaking down the gate to me, since I think Yousef’s going to focus most of his defenses toward the front. Our attacks from the north and south will just have to use old fashioned tank shells to hit those walls until they crumble.”
“Got it.”
“What else do you know about Yousef’s forces?”
“I know he’s got a lot of hardware, and he’ll try to choke the streets once he realizes what’s happening. Until we break through the city and onto Victory Field, it’s going to be ugly. Really ugly. We could lose a lot of people fighting street to street like that. Unless we can respond to them faster than they can to us, it’s going to be hard.”
I point to Erin. “We’ll have Baby Boys in the air, right?”
He nods. “Wouldn’t dream of going in without them, but that still leaves us with too much ground to cover. Coordinating something that large . . . Even doing all we can, it’s going to be the devil trying to stay ahead of Yousef’s army.”
“No, it won’t. All of the Baby Boys are supposed to send their transmissions and information to one place. All we have to do is have all of them send the vide to the Panzer.”
“Even if we made the Panzer our command center, there’s still a natural delay between when the information is captured, transmitted, and then orders given out.”
“But we can get rid of that delay if we process all that information without a dozen people trying to figure out who’s where.”
Kali raises an eyebrow. “I’m going on record right now as not understanding how the hell you plan on managing that.”
“Right, well, my plan is to send all the video feeds and information through the Panzer’s neural interface. I’ll coordinate everything so that we don’t have huge delays between when we get information and when we respond.”
“Can you . . . Is that even humanly possible?”
“No, it’s not, but I’m not exactly a normal human. The Creep cells inside of me let me think faster than your average person. Remember when I saved your team?”
“It’s hard to forget someone raining down holy hell across a city block.”
“Well, bringing down all that firepower, I realized I can . . . I don’t know. My brain can work fast enough to coordinate a lot of information. I had to be able to bring in those bombs while also pinpointing where I wanted them to land. It’s hard to describe what that felt like, but my point is that it’s doable. Besides, I’m not going to have to do it for the whole fight. I just have to keep from letting my brain get friend until the Panzer’s in firing range of Fort Silence.”
Erin looks my way, his arms crossed as he scowls. “Not that you’re asking my opinion, but that’s crazy, Angel. I don’t doubt you already know that though. So, assuming we go through with this plan. What if you make the wrong call while you’re trying to get all our people into position?”
“No matter what we do, it’s going to be a mess out there. We’re going to run risks even if we use a normal command structure. Besides, you’ll be there to make sure that everything’s going the way we need them to.”
“Oh, of course. I, the great military tactician, Erin Donoghue, who’s never led a major military operation in his life.”
I put a hand on his shoulder and look him right in the eyes. “Do you really want our people going out there against Fort Silence without any kind of advantages, Erin?”
The scowl across his face deepens as he looks away. “Just my luck to fall in with Ishara first, then the likes of you. Fine. You win. I’ll be your backup.”
“I think you mean my second in command. Don’t you think that sounds better?”
“Commander Donoghue . . . Doesn’t matter if it sounds better. It’ll be a pain in my ass either way.”
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Red days and black nights. That’s normal life in the Deadlands. Some days we get the sun shining through more than normal, and the world looks a little less like it has a red tint on everything. Whenever the Creep thins out, the sun always shines through a little more. Nighttime’s dark no matter where you are, though. Every now and then though, with the cold winds whipping through the city, we get concrete colored skies and a blue haze over everything, even if it doesn’t last long.
It’s weird to think about living out in the Deadlands with a bunch of raiders. Wait, no, we’re calling them the Sha’b. Anyway, I don’t have anything personal against them. They didn’t kill my family or hurt me when I was a kid. It’s just that we’ve just fought each other for what feels like forever. I guess it says a lot that Heave Metal’s been able to bring us all together.
Which, again, doesn’t mean I’m used to it. At one point during the night, I’m standing on one side of a barrel that’s got a fire burning in it, and Erin’s just feet away from me. This is someone who’s been labelled a terrorist and whose people I’ve fought more than once, but there the both of us are, just trying to stay warm. I guess he notices me staring, because he looks my way with a scowl.
“I got something on my face?” he asks with a twist in his lips.
“No. I was just thinking that all of this is really bizarre. You know it’s bizarre, right?”
He chuckles. “A walking tin can from Fort Silence, a second-rate fighter from the Deadlands, and a metal statue from Central Freedom,” he says with a grin at Heavy Metal before looking back my way. “What a motley crew we make.”
“It’s just not something I ever expected.”
“For what it’s worth, I’m in perfect agreement with you.”
I take a look over at the Angel. “I’m guessing there isn’t any sort of ancient wisdom you have to share with the rest of us?”
Saying that gets a smile out of her. “Ancient wisdom? I’m not that old. Not yet, anyway.”
“I just mean that you’ve been in a lot of these big fights by now. You have, right?”
“A few. The Battle for Central Freedom was probably the biggest. The raid on the Panzer was basically as big, when you think about how much firepower was brought in and all of the Creepers that attacked. Truthfully, I think that I’ve usually been in smaller fights. The kind of fights when you’re sticking your nose where it shouldn’t go around the Deadlands.”
“Okay, then what’s the toughest fight you ever had?”
“Probably the one where I died.” She laughs when she says it, which is weird to me. She has to see I’m looking at her funny, because she holds up a hand. “Just so you get what happened, I died, technically, to a Creep infected person named Judge. I’m still alive because I got infected by the Creep before that happened. It took a while, but eventually I regenerated. I mean, I think it was something like a couple of months before I woke up. The rest’s pretty much history. After that, I could heal like crazy. That’s why I can take so many hits. It’s not just the armor.”
“What this Judge guy some sort of Creep junkie? One of those splicers who pumps themselves with the Creep trying to get powers?”
“No. I’ve never actually met anyone like that outside of the Tower, although I’ve heard about them. I know there’s some data in the files the Tank left me that talk about them, but I haven’t had a chance to look through all of that information yet. The whole idea that people would shoot themselves up with the Creep is crazy though. I’ve seen people do it to get a high, and I’ve seen people try to purposely bond with it using science. Either way, you’re almost guaranteed to become a mindless zombie eventually.”
Erin interrupts. “That’s almost exactly what happens in every case. Maybe not the first injection or even the fifth, but it eventually comes around. Anyway, this Judge character . . .”
“Right,” she picks up. “It’s hard to describe without getting into a lot of it. I’m from a Tower. I’m not sure if you’ve ever seen one of them. They’re not like skyscrapers. They’re more like . . .”
“They’re huge,” Erin adds.
“You’ve seen one?” She sounds surprised. “In real life?”
“Travel as much as I did, and you see some incredible things. Yeah, I remember it. It was a whole to-do. Stumbled into some of the most heavily infested areas I’ve ever seen in my life. Skyscrapers around Central are impressive, but not like this. Not like what I saw. It was a building so tall it put all others to shame, but it wasn’t impressive just because it was tall. The thing had to be the size of a city block at least.”
I nod at him. “You hear rumors from some of the pilots back home about these huge buildings in the distance. I’m not talking about normal big. I’m talking about . . . big. Huge.”
The Angel takes in a deep breath. “That’s because they were made a long time ago to keep people alive in case things got too bad out here. I’ve never seen another one personally. At least, not one I think was ever actually used. I’m not sure any others even have anyone alive inside of them.”
Erin shakes his head. “The one I saw looked dead, like a ghost of itself. No lights or anything else like it inside.”
“Yeah. I think my Tower just got lucky and we managed to survive.” She stops and smiles. “Maybe lucky’s not the right word for it. It was infested with Creep, and we were trapped on the top floors, just trying to get by. We’d scavenge the bottom floors and . . . Well, that’s exactly how I got out of the Tower. I fought my way below until we finally got out. Before that though, I had to fight . . . I don’t even know how to explain it. How do you explain a five-hundred-year-old superpowered Creeper with enough strength to barrel through walls, instantly heal from almost any wound, and control the Creep? Also, I probably shouldn’t forget to mention that he had a skull for a face.”
That makes me chuckle a little. “Super strength and the ability to heal right away? So, he was basically just an uglier version of you.”
“You don’t know what’s underneath this mask though. I might be horribly disfigured under here.”
“Maybe one day I’ll earn the privilege of getting to see beneath the helmet.”
Erin chuckles. “Angel, didn’t you say something about how it’s best to let other people know who they’re fighting with?”
There’s a long moment where she doesn’t say anything. She just nods to Erin before looking over at me, her hand going to the side of her head and a wave of light passing down her face. Her helmet disappears, and suddenly, I’m staring at a girl whose, well, younger than I thought she would be? I look over at Erin, but he doesn’t say anything. So, we’re just standing there in silence for a second before I finally blurt out, “I thought you would be older.”
She laughs. “Thanks, I guess. I’m Jackie Coleman, by the way. You can keep calling me Heavy Metal or the Dark Angel, or whatever. I must have half a dozen names across the Deadlands by now.”
I’m still in shock as I look at her. Seven feet tall with the kind of power that could stop a tank, but she looks like a rookie. “I just . . . I didn’t realize . . . And here I was complaining about having to lead the troopers out here into the Deadlands. You . . .”
Erin looks from me to Jackie. “She’s out here trying to bring together hundreds of thousands of soldiers for a cause worth dying for? Yeah, makes you feel like you could be doing a bit more with yourself.”
Jackie smiles. “You didn’t act too surprised the first time you saw me without the helmet, Erin.”
“Lady, I’ve seen you bring down holy hell on entire armies, so I’m not about to start second doubting you now.”
“That’s good to hear.” Her eyes shift to me. “And you, Kali?”
“I’m . . . surprised, but I don’t doubt you. I’m even more impressed by you than I was just a few days ago. But I mean, why show me your face now?”
For a long time, she stands there, just staring into the fire, before she finally says anything. “The helmet, the armor . . . It makes for a great show. It scares people. When I first started wearing it, I needed to make my enemies hesitate whenever I showed up. At the time, I just really wanted revenge. It wasn’t until the last couple of months that I realized I was using the armor to intimidate the wrong people. It became my way of distancing myself.” A little smile lifts on her lips, but her eyes look sad. “I even did that to the people I should have trusted, and I made a lot of bad decisions because I was so distanced from everyone. I’ve always been pretty insecure, so it’s really easy for me to think that people don’t trust me, let alone like me.”
Her eyes go to us. “We haven’t known each other that long, and the fact that you’re trusting me to lead this fight means a lot. But I’ve also got to trust you, too. Trusting people is a decision, and for me, that starts with showing you my face. I know, it doesn’t seem like a big deal, but to me it is. So, to answer your question, I’m showing you my face because I need to make a choice to trust you back. I don’t want to wear the mask anymore. At least, not outside of a fight.”
It’s impossible to miss how sad she looks. “You okay there, Heavy Metal?”
“Just lately, I’ve been thinking that I spent too much time trying to intimidate my enemies instead of inspiring people. All that time in Central really made me realize why I’m fighting. Even talking to Ishara . . . She’s the one who said I was being a dog of war for Yousef. If you’re going to change things in the world around you, then you have to start inspiring people. That means I have to start being Jackie Coleman more often, especially when it comes to the people who are just trying to make lives for themselves out here.”
“So, what’s that all mean? You give up the armor eventually?”
“No. It means I stop hiding from everyone once the fighting’s over. I start leading from the light instead of scaring everyone from the dark. That’s why I’m putting my mask away for tonight. When it come to the fight, to us all being in that mess together, it’s Jackie Coleman who’s fighting for the people she cares about. The Dark Angel’s a symbol, and symbols are powerful, but it’s the wrong symbol to use all the time. It’s the wrong symbol to use in front of you two and everyone who’s decided to fight on our side. It’s wrong for me to just be this symbol of fear in front of the people who’ve decided to trust me to lead them. Out here, away from the fight, people need to know there’s a person behind the mask who’s going to fight for them, no matter if I live or die through it all.”
I can’t say anything. Erin is the one who breaks the silence this time. “I knew it. Knew there was a reason I trusted you when I had no reason to. You’ve got Ishara’s heart, I’ll say as much.”
“Well, let’s just hope it’s enough to get us the win in a few days.”
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We’re there another night as we wait for Ned to bring in the last of the raiders. Thanks to the transportation network the Sha’b created during their time under Ishara and Tara, they can move even a hundred thousand people quickly, which is important. I mean, they might be able to move that many people, but it doesn’t mean they have the supplies to keep them fed for long. This is the kind of operation that’s all in. We either win at Fort Silence and resupply through Central, or we have to retreat, hungry, through the Deadlands. I don’t think a lot of people will make it home if there’s a retreat.
With the weather warming up for at least one night, I head out into the streets. The Sha’b have taken possession of every building for blocks around, setting up repulsion poles to push off any Creep. Though, to be honest, most of the Creep’s pulled back in the month since Mike destroyed the Northwest Creep Colony. Out there in the streets, I ditch the armor and just walk around in the officer’s uniform that President Branagh gave me, trying to talk to different people and convince them that yes, I actually am the person who’s normally seven feet tall and wearing black metal death.
The streets are lit up with trash cans that are burning with fires inside, people sitting around in camps as they talk and laugh. At some point as I’m wandering around, a noise catches my ear, and I can’t help but start gravitating to a particularly large group. They’re not Sha’b. I can tell by their uniforms. The uniforms are from Fort Silence, so I recognize the group as the DEC troopers before I see the empty Zero-One power suit standing watch over them. What really gets my attention is the music coming out of the suit’s speaker that’s normally used for broadcasting the wearer’s voice.
Of course, I have to find out what’s going on, so I wander up to the edge of the circle, my eyes going wide as I spot everyone clapping along to the beat. Then a bass sound starts kicking in with the music, and quickfire drums start picking the song up faster and faster. The beat, drums, and clapping all wash together as I stand around the fire. In the middle of that circle though is Kali, her massive uniform off. She’s wearing a weird combo, her sports bra exposing everything below her rib cage but with this long dress hugging her hips and falling to her feet. It’s . . . flashy, with sequins, and her feet are only wearing sandals as she spins around the fire to the beat, her toes bracing on the ground as her hips pop to the bass, her fingers dancing through the air. Across from her is Belinda Torres and some men from the team, looking a lot less graceful but still trying to move to the beat. One of Kali’s hands extends out to Torres while the other trails up her arm, the beat breaking and Kali clapping three times to pounding drums that punctuate the song. Then she’s spinning around the fire, her dress twirling in huge circles as she makes a half circle inside of the crowd, her face turning to me and her fingers pointing my way.
“Want to dance?” she laughs as I’m staring at her.
“Hell no,” I say. I’m smiling but I can still feel my cheeks burning. “I’m terrible.”
She shrugs as she goes back into her dance, her hips still swinging with the drums and her fist swinging through the air while her other arm extends to the crowd. With the beat reaching its peak, her arms swing up and her hands clap with the drums, everyone around her doing the same. Then the song cuts out and gets replaced by another, everyone laughing as they take seats on the ground. Kali motions to Torres, who motions to her back, before she steps out of the circle. She immediately waves me on.
“Well, if you don’t want to dance, why don’t we take a walk?”
“Sure,” I tell her with a shrug. “You can tell me what all that was back there. And what the hell are you wearing?”
“This?” she says with a laugh as we’re walking off into the night. “Just something I dance in. The top got destroyed a long time ago, but I’ve managed to hold onto the dress. My mother had one like it. She also gave me the music you just heard. I don’t know all the details, but from what I know, this music used to be common a long time ago. A lot of culture survived the Old World, just in bits in pieces. Well, this is what got passed down to me.”
“Dancing and dressing like a queen? I guess even Erin had his wake and all that dancing.”
“Different cultures but they’re all amazing. You didn’t have anything like that back home?”
I laugh a little. “I grew up being told not to enjoy life too much. Ask too many questions, get too curious, and you’d get punished. We had a religion that was all about waiting for the mythical Builders of the Tower to come back and rescue us. But . . . most of our history was erased. All we had were movies from back before the Tower. So, I do recognize stuff here and there. Little pieces of religion and culture that I saw in films. I just didn’t have much of that myself.”
“My mother always taught me that even though we didn’t have lots of our culture left over, what we had was still important. The song I was dancing to was about trying to get a woman to love you. The dancing has apparently been happening since who even knows when in history. Plus, that cool picture on my armor? The goddess with the multiple arms? That’s where I get my nickname. Kali, divine protector and destroyer of evil.”
“A friend of mine, Cynthia, once told me that people take their culture with them wherever they live. Doesn’t matter how difficult the circumstances.”
“I’d say that’s right. Culture’s important because it anchors us, you know? It helps us remember what’s important to us and why. So, for me, and actually for the whole team, our culture’s all about enjoying life. You’re leading us out there to fight, and we’re all willing to die for what we believe in, but we’d all rather live. But, if we’re going to die, we’d at least like to enjoy our last night before it happens.”
“I get it. That’s why you’re all having fun over there while I’m walking around looking like a wet blanket.”
The light from a nearby fire catches her eyes as she laughs. “You do kind of like moping around. But, then again, I’m not exactly the person who’s gotten the Sha’b, the Central Freedom militia, and DEC troopers from Fort Silence to all fight on the same side. That’s a lot of pressure, but you should still stop and at least enjoy what you’re fighting for.”
“I really should.” We stop in the middle of the street, and I look back down the way we’ve come, at all the fires dotting the streets. People are huddled around them for blocks and blocks and blocks, just laughing and talking. “Remember how I said I had to learn how to trust people if they were going to trust me?”
“Sure.”
“I’ve felt like this, on and off, since I was 13 years old. Like I’m not really connected to anyone around me. No matter how much I love them, doesn’t matter if I’d die for them . . . I feel disconnected. Like, at the end of it all, I’ll be alone again. There was a second when I didn’t feel like that, when I was leading the team down the Tower.”
“And what happened?”
I smile as I look back at her. “I died. And then I tried trusting people again, but I made some bad choices and a lot of people I cared for died. This whole past year’s been me trying to learn how to open up. Again. You know how much it kills me to see how much your team appreciates you, and at  the same time wish I connected with the people around me like that?”
There’s a long second where she looks at me and nods before suddenly pushing me in the shoulder. “You’re full of shit, but I like you. Everyone around you likes you and appreciates you. You think I haven’t seen the video of people standing around you and cheering for you as you fly away like a superhero? And remember that friend of yours, Cynthia, from the med depot incident at the Green Zone?”
“Of course I do.”
“She talked about you like everyone loved you. Said you’d fight for everyone you cared about.”
I feel my cheeks flush. “She didn’t have to say that.”
“The point’s that obviously you’ve made a big impression on people.” She points down the street, at the lines of fires heading down the street to the Panzer looming in the distance, and all the lights glowing in the windows of the surrounding buildings. “They’re here because of you. Maybe that should tell you something?”
“Yeah, maybe,” I tell her as I look at the ground for a second. “ What it tells me is that I’m a huge idiot, aren’t I?”
Kali smiles as she looks away, her chest rising and falling as she breathes in hard. “Okay, I’m going to tell you something you need to hear, and I don’t want you laughing at me or making this awkward. Can we agree on that?”
“Of course. Did I say something?”
“No, I’m just making a confession so I can make a point about you.”
“A confession?”
She pushes long strands of hair behind her ear as she rolls her eyes, even if she never stops smiling. “Yes, a confession. I’ve basically crushed on you since the day I first saw video of you doing all those amazing things you do out in the Deadlands.”
“Crushed?” I stare at her for a second, feeling confused until what she means until it suddenly clicks in my head. “Oh. Oh. Kali, I—”
“Shut up. I’m not that old, but I’m old enough to know what’s what. I didn’t tell you that because I expected some grand romantic moment here. Not that I’d mind it, but it wasn’t my point.” She takes in another deep breath as she smiles at me. “People care about you, so shut your brain down once in a while and just take that. Okay? People like Jackie Coleman. Amazing, I know, but it’s the truth.”
“Kalie, that’s . . .” I laugh as I look away, the back of my hand wiping at my eyes. “It sucks that I still need people to tell me that.”
“How old are you?”
“19.”
“Oh my god!” she says with a laugh into the dark clouds overhead. “I crushed on a 19-year-old. I am officially a horrible person.”
“It’s not that bad. You’re in your twenties, right?”
“I’m younger than Yousef.”
“And I kissed Yousef, so it’s not terrible.”
“You kissed that man?” Her face twists up as she tries to process the information. “Your judgement is worse than mine.”
I chuckle as I nod. “Yeah. It’s true.”
“Well, just to end this awkwardness a little, let me just say that it’s completely normal to be insecure at 19. I still get insecure and I’m a few years older than you. It’s not some strange personality flaw that makes you a terrible person. You’re a special case, since you just happen to be an insecure 19-year-old who can single handedly destroy armies, so the decisions you make because you’re insecure have a little more impact.” She reaches out to me, and there’s a second where she hesitates before she finally squeezes my shoulder. “Enjoy your life, Jackie. You only get one.”
“You’re pretty amazing, Kali. I’m really glad I met you.”
“Yeah, that’s what they all tell me before they say they like me as a friend,” she laughs as she nods back the way we came. “Come on. Let’s go enjoy our last night.”
“It sounds great,” I tell her as we start heading down the street. “So, you’re into girls, huh? We didn’t have that in the Tower. I just found out it was a thing about a month ago.”
She laughs out loud into the night as she claps me across the back. “I really do make the worse decisions when it comes to love.”




Erin’s Recording 04
I’m thinking it’s around sundown when I see Ned heading toward me along with the Angel, his body blanketed by that thick fur coat that he wears every winter. I won’t lie, I’m bundled up pretty tight myself, while the Angel dressed in her officer’s uniform, noticeably looking cold outside of her armor. She notices him heading our way, and he holds up a hand as he comes in close.
“One night ago, it was warm, and now this? It’s a cold night to fight a battle,” he says as they stands there. “Ashanti has coordinated everything with the Sha’b that will be moving from the north, while Marco coordinates movement in the south.”
She nods. “After I stop giving orders, everything’s going to be going through Erin. He’s the second in command for the whole thing.”
“Of course.”
“And you’ll be ready to follow the Vanguard to the gates?”
“Yes, though I’ll be far from the heat of the worst combat. Coordinating a war effort means having to take a step back from the whole picture. It’s almost sad that I won’t likely see much of direct combat.”
“I know you like to fight. I remember how good you were at it.”
“I do enjoy the thrill of it, when it comes to defeating those who should be defeated,” he adds. “Speaking of, after this is over, you said you would settle down and tend a garden.”
“Those are my words.”
“What about everything left to do out here? One thing you said that was true, there’s a difference between common raiders and the Sha’b. There are still plenty of people out here willing to sell each other out, kill, raid. They’ll need to be dealt with.”
“They will be, by you and the Sha’b. This will be your land, and Central’s, to protect. There are other threats I’m going to have to worry about when this is all over.”
He raises an eyebrow. “Other threats?”
“We’ll talk about it when this is all over, but General Suliman’s not the only person we need to be worried about. There will be more we have to do if we want to protect humanity once this fight’s done.”
“I don’t think I’m looking forward to that conversation.”
I interrupt the two of them. “Jackie, if you wanted to give that pep talk, now’s the time. We’re nearly ready to move.”
“Thank you,” she says as she looks my way. “You have the camera?”
I fetch a Baby Boy out of my bag and start tuning it remotely with my tablet before tossing it into the air. It stops on the way down and hovers just a second before starting to look around the area. “I’ve set you to broadcast to everyone on our general channel.”
It takes her a second as she’s staring into the machine before she finally nods. “Turn on the broadcast.” I nod as I tap onto my tablet. There’s just a moment there when she hesitates as she’s looking into the Baby Boy before I see . . . Well, let’s just call it resolve . . . Before I see something that looks like resolve wash over her face. Then he starts speaking.
“People of the Deadlands, the Sha’b. My name is Jackie Coleman. You all know me as the Dark Angel. Your clan leaders have committed themselves to this fight, but the almost hundred thousand of you who’ve come . . . you don’t know me. At least, you don’t know me as anything else but the person you’ve fought against for almost two years. Some of you learned about me through rumors, and others saw me fighting as a member of Central Freedom and Fort Silence.
“So, you may be asking yourself, why are we fighting for her? Why are we putting our lives on the line for someone who was the enemy? And the answer . . .” Her brow tightens just a little as that old shyness threatens to come through, but it’s matched by that same resolve she’s found. “The answers is that you’re not. You’re fighting for your brothers and your sisters, your mothers and your fathers. You’re fighting for your sons and daughters. You’re fighting for the friend next to you in the middle of that fight. I know we can all stand here blaming each other for what’s happened in the past, but that won’t get us any closer to making this world a safe place to live. Because whether we could have imagined a year ago or not, the Creep isn’t the biggest threat to our lives. Not right now. Right now, our greatest threat is Supreme General Yousef Suliman.
“The last thing that your own leader, the Tank, told me before she died was to finish what she started. So, I will lead this fight and I will put my life on the line for every single one of you out there. But I’m not doing it for the dead. They’re not the ones who I need to worry about keeping safe. I’m doing it for the friends of mine who are living under martial law, and a little girl who’s been kidnapped by the general. I’m doing it for almost a million people living across Central and out here in the Deadlands who are tired of all the fighting and just want to live in peace. That’s why I’m not asking you to fight for me or even for the Tank. I’m asking you to fight for the living. Fight for the people you need to protect, because this is our one, best chance of earning our freedom from a man who wants to rule from the end of a rifle. This man will tell us he knows what’s best for us even as he’s threatening us with a bullet to the skulls. All of you who’ve volunteered to fight with me . . . I can only promise you a chance at freedom and safety for the people that you love. I’ll see you when the fighting is done.”
I catch her eyes flick over to me, and I turn off the signal and snatch my Baby Boy out of the air. “Fine bit of wordsmithing.”
“You really think so?”
“Take it from someone who served under a lady who spent her every free moment writing speeches about freedom and liberty. Nothing compares against Ishara’s writing, but your speech wasn’t half bad.”
“I hate public speaking.”
“You keep saying how much you hate fighting too, but you’re strangely good at both.” I tap her on the shoulder and nod to her and Neddy. “Guess this is it then. Time to die. Or live, if we’re lucky.”
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Torres looks at me with a smile, her helmet tucked under her arm. “Look behind us,” she says with a thumb back. I follow her gesture, looking back between one building after another, for city block after city block. There’s row after row of people in power armor, forming one massive column of soldiers on the ground. Further back, bringing up the rear, I can see armored personnel transports for the non-armored troops, tanks, and rocket artillery. Then, towering above anyone else and standing multiple block back, there’s the Panzer, its gruesome robotic skull staring out on our forces. “This is going to be one hell of a show.”
“Yeah, it is,” I tell her as I look back at her. “Thank you, Torres. You’re probably the best friend I’ve had in all these years as part of the troopers. You followed me out here with no questions asked. I couldn’t have asked for a more faithful friend than you.”
“You’re worth my loyalty. You’ve always had our backs. Like I said, actions speak louder than words. You walk the walk, sarge.”
“Torres. Belinda.”
“Yeah?”
“Call me Kali when we’re not fighting, alright? Now I know how the Dark Angel feels.”
She laughs as she slaps her huge, armored palm against my pauldron. “Alright, Kali. Ready to roll?”
“I am. Drinks on me, when we get back.”
“One more reason for us to come home alive.”
We pause a second as the air suddenly swarms with Baby Boys, this cloud of them flying above us and zipping along through the streets. Half a second later, a voice fills our helmets. “Dark Angel to Kali. Lead the Vanguard out.”
Belinda nods at me as she adjusts her helmet on her head. “Never say die.”
I locked my own helmet into place, the light beams in my lenses flaring to life and illuminating the dark. “Never say die.”





Tommy’s Recording 38
I couldn’t tell you the time, but I know it’s late. Yousef has me sitting in his war room. It’s a hell of a lot more advanced than the one in Central, with a half dozen men seated at stations around the central table alone. Floating in midair is a holographic projection of Fort Silence, plus dozens of floating numbers and code names I don’t recognize. There are more guys at computers along the wall, and a few officers sitting at nearby chairs. Yousef’s taken the big command chair at the rear of the room, and he’s got me seated next to him with Doctor Watson on the opposite side. I’d try and make a break for it if not for the fact that I still don’t know where Mandy is. Not to mention the guards stationed around the room.
“Is this how you foresaw your military career ending, Tommy?” he asks without even turning to look at me. “A prisoner of war in your enemy’s camp, unable to do or say anything as I tighten my grip on Central Freedom.”
“You haven’t won anything yet.”
“I haven’t? Your militia is mine, your councils are dead, and it’s been a month since anyone’s heard from the Dark Angel. Even taking the girl didn’t rile Jackie up enough for her to come for you. Maybe there’s some sort of secret plan I overlooked. Did you have something up your sleeve that I missed?”
I spit out my reply. “No, there’s no backup plan. You didn’t exactly get the Panzer back though.”
“A minor setback. So the raiders were able to hold it. We’ll deploy again soon, this time with a larger force, and retake it. Once I have it, I’ll have all the power I need to set the world straight. If history tells any truths, it’s that the one with power has made the rules.”
“I don’t know anything about that, general. What I know is that you’ve made a lot of enemies to get where you are. Killing off the people who trusted you? Killing your own sister? And you don’t think karma’s going to come around at some point?”
“My mother was religious.” He takes a deep breath. “But God didn’t save my mother from dying in the Creep. Karma, like God, is just a superstition. Even if there were some grand justice in the universe, then why would it turn against me? What have I ever done that wasn’t for the good of humanity? I am not the villain in all of this.”
“You’re dumber than I thought if you think that’s the truth.”
“Really? Because I could have sworn that I’m the only person fighting for humanity’s future here. While the rest of you open your homes to monsters and abominations, while you’re trying to make peace with murderers and thieves, I’m trying to restore humanity to what it once was. I’m the one who’s had to make the hard decisions. Do you think it was easy killing something with the face of my sister? I even struggled, that last night with Jackie, to do my duty. Looking at her, looking at a thing that was so close to human, I almost lost my resolve. But I made the hard call to do what had to be done to preserve our people. If you want to villainize me for making the difficult choices, then be my guest.”
I’m about to shoot off some smart remark when a beeping comes from one of the terminals. Yousef’s looking at me when it happens, waiting to see if I’m going to say anything. Finally, I just shoot off a quick look to the terminal and then back to him. “Aren’t you going to answer that?”
He scowls, his eyes slowly turning toward the terminal while his fingers clamp down on the arm of his chair. “Situation report.”
“Sir,” the young guy at the terminal calls back, “We’re getting inbound signals from out west. They’ve just triggered the exterior perimeter sensors.”
Yousef’s eyes narrow to slits as his yes burn into the junior officer. “So, they chose to come tonight. A little earlier than I’d hoped. I want a visual.”
“Yes, sir.” A second later, the holographic projection of the fort is wiped from above the terminal and replaced with a rectangular projection. The city stretches off into the distance, the street beneath running to the horizon until it disappears. In the middle of the street though, everyone’s eyes following the road, we see a massive figure walking between the buildings. We’re not there to feel it, but I can just imagine the vibration of the streets as the giant’s feet hit the pavement.
Maybe Yousef can imagine it too. The robotic fingers in his right hand are clamped down so hard, they’re bending the metal in the arm of his chair. “The Panzer.” His voice is full of venom, like he could kill someone with just his words. “How are they operating it? That machine can’t just be operated by . . .” He pauses a second before repeating his words. “That machine can’t just be operated by anyone.”
“Sir, we’re getting a message from the Panzer.” There’s a long pause before he follows up. “There’s a woman asking to speak to you.”
Yousef’s fingers dig further into the chair, the metal groaning underneath the pressure of his hands. “Who?”
There’s another long delay between when Yousef asks and when the officer finally says, “The Dark Angel. Sir.”
Yousef’s eyes flare wide for a second before he composes himself, his body leaning back in his chair as he takes a breath. “Put it on the viewscreen.” From the time he finishes to the time the screen flares to life, there can’t be more than a split second. The moment the screen switches views, I can’t stop just a little curl in my lips. It’s her with no helmet, just her thick wavy hair tied back behind her head and her body framed in an officer’s uniform of the Central Freedom militia. Jackie. It only happens for a split second, but I can see Yousef’s eye twitch when he sees her. “Jackie Coleman. Although, by the uniform you’re wearing, you’ve decided to play officer today. Well, what should I call you? General Coleman? Admiral Coleman? What title would you prefer?”
“Call me whatever you like, Supreme General Yousef. I’m here to demand the surrender of your forces. You will order your troops to disarm, and you will have the prisoners you took from Central Freedom ready for escort back into the city. Afterward, you will surrender yourself to me for war crimes committed against the people of Central.”
He looks aside for a second and smiles. “You talk as if you have any authority to make those demands. So, you’ve activated the Panzer. Your armored toy is marching on the most heavily defended location in all of the Deadlands. Do you really think that seems like a wise decision?”
“You’ll want to recheck your sensors, unless you think I would bring only one weapon to a fight.”
His eyes go to the junior officer. “Well?”
“We’re picking up . . .” His eyes go wide. “Over a hundred thousand signatures, sir.”
“Over a hundred thousand?” For a second, he looks shocked, but Yousef doesn’t miss a beat. He just stares Jackie down as he gives his next order. “Full alert. Bring all of our defensive emplacements online and notify all air and ground forces to prepare for deployment.”
“Yes, sir,” he says, and the words are barely out of his lips before the room goes dim and an alarm starts blaring from deep inside the fort.
It doesn’t distract Yousef, whose eyes never leave from Jackie’s. “Is that the response you wanted, General Coleman?”
“No, but it’s the one I expected. I’m coming for my people, General Yousef.”
“I don’t respond to empty threats.”
“You have less than an hour until you find out how empty my threats are. Coleman out.”
The screen closes, and instantly, Yousef looks to another officer seated along the wall. “What’s the deployment time until we can get the Dynamis sky bound?”
“Nobody’s active on the ship right now, general. It’ll take a while. At least an hour or two.”
“General,” another officer says. “By the time that happens . . .”
Yousef’s voice is tense as he shoots back, “I know. The Panzer will be close to firing range. I’d rather have the Dynamis available
when that happens instead of letting that monstrosity have a direct line of fire on the fort. Tell Commander Petrovic to ready his staff and crew. All engineering teams need to be onboard, and make sure we have pilots ready to fly.”
“Relaying your message, sir.”
The general shakes his head as he sits back, his fingers folding in front of him. “And one more thing. Tell members of security to have the little girl, Amanda, taken to my office. Coleman’s a vicious fighter, but she doesn’t have the metal, at the end of the day, to make the hard calls.” I look at him out of the side of my eye, but I keep myself from saying anything stupid. Still, just the thought of him doing anything to Mandy . . . I actually don’t have time to think about it. Me and Yousef are both surprised by the sound of Doc Watson chuckling. The general looks his way, his fists clenching as he does. “Does something amuse you, dear doctor?”
“Why, of course,” he says with a twist in his lips. “You’re playing cards without knowing what’s in the deck. Certainly, you realize that, don’t you?”
“What do you mean?”
“You’re betting against Jackie Coleman, general. Do you understand what that means?” He shakes his head. “No, obviously you don’t. Otherwise, you’d feel exactly the same way I feel. You don’t gamble against Jackie. I’ve watched her for years, seen exactly what she’s capable of.” His voice is still humored, but there’s a tinge of darkness as he says one last thing. “You only think you know what she can do, but that’s because until now, you’ve kept your guns pointed solely in her direction. You’ve never actually seen what she can do to those who threaten the people she cares about.”




Erin’s Recording 05
It’s otherworldly, being in that control room and listening to her talk the way she is, that awkward helmet with all of its wires just sitting like some alien crown on top of her head.
“Recon Two Four, divert south and take a left at the next block for three blocks. Recon Three Four, move east and link with Recon Two. Strike One Three, hold your position until Recon Two and Recon Three arrive at your position.”
“Christ and saints above,” I mumble as I’m looking at the screen hanging over me. It’s all flashing lights from around the Deadlands, readouts from our soldiers, and maps trying to show where everyone’s positioned.  I can barely get my head around the display I’m looking at, let alone try and imagine what it must be like to be seeing out of a hundred eyes scattered over miles of territory. “A damned nightmare is what it must be. How the hell am I going to manually control the Angel’s gone?”
“Strike One Four, continue east and bypass fighting on the north. Siren Six Two, provide air support for Strike One Four on the ground.”
“Hope mother chose wisely when it came to the faith,” I mumble as I fiddle at the cross on my chest, my fingers lifting it to press it to my lips for a second. The whole floor beneath us vibrates as the guns along the collar of the Panzer start going off, the giant viewscreen at the front of the deck showing us a view of the world in front of us. It’s like staring out of the eyes of a giant as the city erupts with explosions. “General, I’m sure you don’t need me to tell you this, but we’ve got inbound Talons swarming the area.”
“Alert fighters from Fort Silence,” she says without so much as a look my way. “Keep an eye on the guns and let me know if you think we need support here.”
“I can do that. I can do that,” I continue mumbling as my eyes go from one monitor to another. “Christ help me, please say I can do that. And this isn’t me swearing, Lord, I promise you that. I could just use a bit of luck for once.”
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I’m almost completely not ready for it when Colonel Martin bursts through the door to our hideout, his eyes panicked. He doesn’t have the chance to say anything before I blurt out, “Is it time?”
“It’s time,” he huffs as he closes the door behind him. “I’d barely made it onto the street before I saw a lot of movement and realized I needed to come back down before someone saw me.”
Almost in perfect sync, a beeping starts blurting out of my tablet. I quickly tap to receive the call and immediately get another voice saying, “Lieutenant Anne? We’re seeing a ton of movement out of Central up here in the Reprieve District. Tanks, transports . . .”
“The whole military.”
“At least a lot of them, sir.”
“Relay order Martin Branagh Execute. Anne out.”
Martin looks my way. “This is it, then.”
“Not quite. First the order’s got to get relayed on the short broadcasts. You know, to make sure everyone knows what’ s going on. Then everyone starts to get into position. That’s when I give the citywide order.”
He nods, his body suddenly swelling as he sucks in air. Although he’s been deferring to me the last few weeks and acting like an old man, I suddenly see that old Martin, his broad chest and dad muscles swelling as his fighting instincts kick in. “You’re ready to lead this, then. Because I’m ready to follow.”
There’s no hesitation when I look back at him and say, “I’ve spent enough time getting ready. This is it. But I’m trusting you to stop me if you think I’m doing something stupid.”
“Maybe, but . . .” He shakes his head. “A commander has to make the tough calls. I’m not going to put any doubt in your head while we’re out there. But, if I do see something I think you’re overlooking, I’ll pass it along. What I won’t do is second guess you after all the work you’ve done putting this together.”
“It’s appreciated,” I tell him as I get onto my feet and grab at my combat vest. I grab one for him and toss it his way. “You’re up there. I’m down here, for as long as possible, coordinating the attack. I’ll take the tunnels to the Green Zone once we’ve got as many people off the island as possible.”
“Citywide feeds are plugged into your monitors for both street visuals and troop mapping. Good luck, lieutenant.”
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Fighting in a Zero-One class suit of power armor. There’s no real explaining what it’s like if you’ve never been there. Running down a street at 50 miles per hour, powered by armored legs that can send you leaping so far, sometimes you feel like you’re flying. It’s something only our class of powered armor was designed to do, and the second we see those tank turrets shifting to aim at us, I give the order.
“Skyward, now!” And then we all launch, our legs sending us over the energy blasts that tear past us. Imagine a two-ton suit of armor slamming into the ground. The world goes shaking around us as we land, the concrete exploding apart into clouds of dust as we start firing our rifles, spikes the size of a man’s arm eating into the enemy ahead of us. Their power armor goes exploding apart under the gunfire. At this range, we’ve got all the advantages. Our suits were designed for this kind of attack. Theirs weren’t. Theirs were designed to be mobile and avoid traditional weapons. We’re not traditional, and our armor was made to soak up the kind of damage that would wipe out any other type of powered armor. It’s the whole reason the suits were designed, so we could get dropped from the skies like the wrath of God, and that’s why we’re always at the head of the attack. I can feel the pumping of my rifle as it fires rounds into the nearest soldiers, their armored suits exploding under the gunfire. “DEC Two, take those tanks!”
I get the confirmation from the rear, but I don’t have to turn to know they’re doing their job. I can hear the explosions, and I can see the balls of fire flying through the air. Next to me, Torres grabs one of the enemy’s guns and crushes the barrel before putting a boot into the guy’s chest. The front breastplate of the walker dents inward before she hits him with an uppercut that knocks his robotic head right off, the huge blade under her gauntlet decapitating his armor. No head, no remote-controlled power armor. It’s the quickest way of getting these remote piloted suits out of the fight.
Of course, not even a team of DEC troopers can lead the charge by themselves. That was easy enough to see when Neddy needed to rescue us. We’re meant to grab attention and clear things up for everyone else. That’s exactly what happens. With all guns on us, there aren’t any pointed at the sky. In my ear, I hear Jackie saying, “Siren Six One, you’re clear for your attack run.” Half a second later, those Suiciders are flying overhead, rockets unloading from beneath their gliders and pounding the street. Rows of explosions tear through the pavement ahead of us, but we don’t have time to sit around and stare. One of the enemy troopers gets too close, that massive rifle of his swinging my way. I swing my weapon and hit his, throwing him off balance. He staggers toward me, and I drive my armored fist down into the back of his head. It takes him a second for him to hit the ground, and the second he does, my rifle fires a round through the back of his armor.
“Drive them back!” I yell as I turn back into the enemy lines, my feet launching me into the air. I come crashing back down, right into the middle of what’s left of the rear guard on this street. Anyone not in a suit of power armor gets sent flying, tossed like toys, as I start to fire into the ground forces scattering at the sight of me. The enemy starts to retreat, but coming up from behind them is a deployment of Sha’b forces, men and women dumping out of armored transports. It’s my team of DEC troopers tearing into the enemy from one side and the Sha’b coming at the enemy from the other end. But in the middle of it all, there’s me, a giant walking suit of death that’s wreaking havoc in their lines. “They’re pinned! Finish them off.”
There’s a bunch of affirmatives as my people start slicing into the troops from Fort Silence. Pieces of powered armor go flying as our bladed gauntlets cut through them. Guns keep rattling off, tearing into confused groups of soldiers who don’t know whether to fight the enemy to their right or us on their left. I see those Absolution class suits of power armor the Sha’b are wearing tearing the enemy up from the opposite side. Those walkers may not be as sturdy as the suit I’m riding in, but that hardware can move. I see a half dozen of them thrusting side to side across the streets, like they’re skating on pavement, and avoiding almost every shot coming their way. Their guns are firing the whole time, taking down one soldier after another until the street’s clear.
“Vanguard leader to Dark Angel. Streets are clear here.”
“Confirmed, Vanguard leader. You’re clear to push forward. Watch for reinforcements coming up from the southeast.”
“Yes, sir.” I turn to look down the street and into the distance. All I can think is that there’s still a lot of ground to cover, and we just got done fighting an advance force. You can’t expect things to go that easy the whole way in. “Let’s move out, Vanguard!”
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In the middle of a fight, you generally know what you need to do. You follow orders, think on your feet, watch out for the person next to you, and survive. When you’re coordinating a fight, it’s different. Everything in you might want to run and help out the people who are fighting for you, but doing that means there’s nobody coordinating the bigger battle. And sitting there, in the tunnels underneath Central, I’m having to fight against all my impulses telling me I need to go and personally do something.
At the station I’ve set up to monitor the fight, I’ve got six screens of jumbled information in front of me. I’m sitting in a chair with my body armor strapped on and my helmet sitting off to the side, but I’ve got my eyes on the monitors and a headpiece to communicate with whoever I need to. It’s just hard. Baby Boys around the city are feeding me video from the skies, and maps of the city are showing me live movement of our forces. Using the two, I’m able to piece together who’s where and what they’re about to face, then I have to make the best decisions possible about what to do next.
The truth, though, is that I have to trust the militia to do their jobs. Every block leader knows the escape route and where to move. That’s the torturous part though. Sitting there, doing nothing else but watching as they follow the plan. Once in a while, I have to message the troops and tell them to change direction. Other times, they call in asking for clarification on their route or ways to avoid the enemy. For the most part though, all I can do is watch.
On one screen, there’s a video feed of the militia falling back to Freedom Bridge. I’ve got an aerial view showing crowds running the last mile, in the direction of Battery Park, from where the Battery District got its name. Battery Park, where Freedom Bridge begins to rise over the bay and cross to Second Freedom. I switch views quickly, bringing up a view of the old castle there, where the militia’s dragging in injured men and women and turning the place into a makeshift field hospital. It’s small, round, and not able to fit more than may a few hundred people. Troops are lining up along the walls and bracing for any soldiers from Fort Silence that might eventually arrive, but I’m not liking it as a location. Stone walls from a thousand years ago don’t hold up against tank rounds.
Still, it’s the least of my concerns. Once people started mobilizing and moving south, fighting broke out almost immediately further north, near midtown and the Governance District. That’s where combat’s been the heaviest, with Dravic’s men pushing south and clashing with the militia all along 23rd street. The two formed a wall of opposing forces, firing at one another from one side of the island to the other, and for a while, the militia was holding. With more tanks and walkers arriving on 23rd though, people were forced back. Worse, with a chokepoint forming on Freedom Bridge and people unable to get across to Second Freedom, the evacuation stalled. That left too many people north of the Battery District and forced into either the Garden or Washington Square Park.
Another screen displaying the Garden shows militia with a strong position along the rooftop, holding off incoming troops from Fort Silence. Still, I’ve got an eye on the columns of tanks and power armor pushing south and holding my breath. At the very least, I’m comforted by the fact that we were able to smuggle some heavy weaponry there. Not enough to hold out indefinitely but enough to stall Dravic’s men. The round exterior of the building’s slowly being smothered as more soldiers from Fort Silence filter into the area, the glass windows lining the Garden walls exploding apart under gunfire. Still, at least the militia’s got a decent place where they can defend themselves.
There’s a similar situation unfolding at Washington Square, with people rushing into the old university there. The university was a good choice, with multiple interconnected buildings stretched over the area of a city block. It’s huge, with most of the entrances blocked off and only a few ways in. That lets the militia take up positions at the windows all along the building, but I cringe as I see stonework that’s existed for centuries chipping apart underneath gunfire. Outside, in the park, I think about the giant arch overlooking the park and how it’s stood there for a thousand years. I wonder if it’ll survive the night.
Still, with areas of the city starting to swarm with walkers and lift tanks, I get a little bit of satisfaction when our traps go off. I see it happening almost simultaneously on two screens showing two different parts of the city, blasts of blue light exploding out of nearby buildings and grinding Dravic’s forces to a halt. Lift tanks lose their repulsors and go smashing into the ground while walkers stumble forward,  their legs locking up as they collapse into the pavement. That gives our militia time to reposition itself, with some of them pushing people along to places like the Garden while others take start taking the fight back to Dravic’s troops. Wherever we have people equipped with rocket propelled grenades or old-fashioned grenades, I start seeing explosions ripping the streets apart and tearing into the enemy. Suits of armor buckle under the explosions, and there’s a moment when we can actually breathe.
Not that I have much time to do it. With the bulk of Dravic’s forces breaking through the line at 23rd and pushing south, I give the second evacuation order. “Block leaders, begin second evacuation stage. I repeat, begin second evacuation stage. All forces from 42nd north, begin evacuation.” It’s an order that will send troops either to Colonial Bridge in the west or pushing south toward the Green Zone. With most of Dravic’s forces occupied in the south, I’m really just hoping they won’t be able to respond before we secure everyone. There’s still a huge line of traps running down almost every mile of 23rd street, from the east end of the island to the west. All I can really hope for at that point is that it’s enough to stall Dravic’s people while residents try to cross Colonial Bridge.




Jackie’s Recording 40
I don’t see it until it descends out of the darkness. We’re not flying Baby Boys over the skyline, after all. When it does appear, it’s like some gigantic beast from a myth, its nose plowing through the clouds and dragging its body behind it. “The Dynamis,” I say quietly as I try to process how close we are to Fort Silence. “Erin. We’re closing in on firing range. Are you ready to take over firing control?”
“Ready,” he calls back, even if his voice is a little shaky. “I’ll make you proud. Mother’s honor.”
“I believe you,” I tell him as I remove the helmet. “The Panzer’s not going to move after this, not unless you manually tell it to, and that’s going to be hard to navigate without using the helmet. If you need to evacuate . . .”
“I know it’s not likely. I doubt I’ll have the time, general.”
I look back at him with a frown. “Erin.”
“I knew what I signed up for when I came along for the ride. I’ll keep the guns blazing until the old girl’s got nothing left to give.”
“Thank you, Erin.”
“Don’t be thanking me now. Time for you to lead the final push. Ishara, Tara . . . your friend, Mike . . . Let’s make sure everything we’ve sacrificed to now actually means something.”
“You’re right.” I flex my hands as blue light starts running up my body, my officer’s uniform vanishing as it’s replaced with my black armor. A second later, I’m suited up again, my helmet’s visor coming to life as it finishes forming around my head. “We’re both going to make it through this.”
“I’ll hold you to that. Now go on. You’ve got a date to keep with General Yousef.”
I nod to him as I turn around. “Lower the faceplate.”
He doesn’t say anything, but he doesn’t really have to. The entire room starts to vibrate as heavy gears start to turn, the front half of the Panzer’s face lowering. Even though the faceplate has to weigh a few tons, it still lowers fast enough that the city rushes into view. I can see the lines of towers on either side of me, falling away the closer they come to the city’s edge and Victory Field. From here, I have a better idea of how much ground Fort Silence covers. There are miles of that field to cross before we’re at the gates. At the center of it all, the walls of Fort Silence rise out of the ground. Gun emplacements along the walls are already firing and rockets are shooting off through the air. Ahead of me, along the ground, I can see waves of our army bursting from the city streets and rushing straight at the fort from multiple sides. There are swarms of fast moving transports screaming along the ground and tanks plowing forward as fast as their engines will take them. Men in power armor are flying across the grass and pavement, cutting away at angles to avoid the return fire coming from the walls. The whole time, the ground is getting torn apart, blowing into the sky as artillery and turret fire chew up the field.
Our army stretches out for miles, but there are more than enough guns to defend Fort Silence. Explosions are erupting along the ground as guns turn to target them, Talons from Fort Silence strafing through the air and launching missiles that go streaking into clusters of our troops. That strategy doesn’t last long, not after the Panzer’s guns start tearing through the skies and ripping into the squadrons pummeling our people. Then, above it all, there’s the goliath image of the Dynamis as it drops out of the sky, its guns roaring as it targets us.
I’m bathed in light as the spotlights from the Dynamis cross over me, the shuddering sound of the golden horn bouncing across the city. Then I’m standing there, staring down this massive ship as fighting breaks out in the streets below, gun fire tearing through the air and explosions ripping apart the skies and the ground. Far ahead, already rushing across the grounds at incredible speed, I can see the DEC troopers speeding along toward their target. That’s when I know it’s time. “Dark Angel to Vanguard. Inbound in two.”
Kali’s voice shoots back. “Confirmed, Dark Angel. We’re inbound to the central gate in three.”
I take in a deep breath and push forward, sprinting to the end of the deck and taking a leaping jump out of the Panzer. For a second, I’m in freefall, my body dropping toward the city as I drop underneath the line of guns firing from the Panzer’s chest. Then my thrusters kick in, my body rocketing ahead as I streak off into the distance. Building rooftops pass under me as I go flying over the battlefield, my eyes tracking everything on the ground as my visor highlights fighting breaking out on the streets.
Our armored transports are zipping along the ground, full of troops waiting to get deployed. Then there are the slower tanks, taking up the rear and firing on the walls of Fort Silence. Finally, there’s the Sha’b, some wearing Absolution powered armor but most of them in basic combat vests and helmets. That power armor though . . . It’s impressive. Their back thrusters form a wall of glowing light as they shoot through the streets, barely touching the ground as their repulsor thrusters rocket them forward.
A cluster of missiles comes spiraling my way, my body rocking back and forth as I swing out of the way of one after another. Bright explosions in red and orange blooms erupt around me, my body shaking under the force of narrowly missed detonations. Then there are the bullets, the long streaks of endless anti-air flak rounds filling up the sky. I’m spinning endless spirals as I dodge one stream of bullets before having to dodge another, my body angling hard toward the ground. Gun fire chases me until I fall too low for them to follow, my body erupting over Victory Field and rocket toward the gate securing Fort Silence.
I’m closing so fast, I barely have time to swing my legs underneath me as I hit the ground, my legs slamming with enough force that I go tearing through the paved road leading to the gate. Concrete and earth kick through the air as I drag through the ground for a few dozen yards, my legs pushing me back upward a second before I lose my balance. I go flying back onto my feet, my sword already out as the walls of Fort Silence loom above us, guns all along the walls focused on taking me out. That’s the point. That’s why I’m here. To keep everyone else alive. As long as I’m on the field, the guns will be focused on me and not the people around me.
I fly upward, gunfire chasing me as I head into the skies one last time before I come down on the gate. My legs flip behind me as I swing my sword downward,  the edge slicing through the top of foot thick metal, a searing diagonal cut burning through the gate doors. My sword’s too short to cut all the way through, but it does the job. It weakens the gate door just enough for what needs to come next, and with the metal still smoking, the troopers of the Vanguard drop their shoulders and go barreling right past me, slamming through the gate and exploding into the inner courtyard. The scanners in my visor are searching in all directions, feeding me back information on tens of thousands of soldiers filling the area. There’s a flood of remotely piloted Apotheosis class power armor, typical for Fort Silence troopers, plus more tanks and gun emplacements than seems reasonable. Troops rush to meet us as we flood into the courtyard, the walls around Fort Silence erupting in orange bursts as tank fire pummels the thick steel and concrete structures.
A wave of Apotheosis class power armored troops hit us first, guns blazing as they close before they switch to blades. Everything becomes a blur as energized swords slice through the air, ringing against the bladed gauntlets of the Vanguard. I drop low as one cut swings for my head, then rise up with my own sword, slicing off the arm of the trooper. He backs away, and I launch into him, my hand grabbing at the breastplate and ripping it off. It’s the first time I remember that not all of these suits are remote piloted, because inside, there’s a panicked soldier who starts screaming when I rip him out of the belly of the armor and toss him back into the crowds. A second later, I grab the armor and brace against the ground, swinging the massive metal frame and tossing it into the onslaught of Fort Silence troopers. It goes barreling into them, staggering them and giving me an opening. I run forward, launching off their collapsed bodies and flying into the crowd, my sword cutting through mechanical arms and tearing through legs. Soldiers go collapsing to the ground as their armor collapses underneath them. 
With the middle of the enemy column softening up, I see the Vanguard charging up from behind me, their rifles firing off hundreds of rounds until they’re within an arm’s length of the enemy. They slam their rifles to their magnetized back plates as their heavy metal hands go punching into armored suits, forcing the enemy back before the Vanguard cuts into their armor with the bladed gauntlets. In my helmet, I can see the attack stalling north and south of the Vanguard, with the Sha’b walkers struggling to push back the troops from Fort Silence and almost getting pushed back themselves. “Kali, hold the center!” I scream to my side. That huge, death’s head helmet of hers turns to me for all of a second.
“We have this. Go!”
I barely give her a nod before the thrusters on my back roar to life and send me into the sky, fire trailing behind me as I erupt toward the south end of the inner courtyard. I literally come crashing into the enemy lines, my legs lying out in front of me as I bowl through two or three armored soldiers. I’m inches away from them within seconds, and the best I can do is use my hands. I swing my clenched fist toward the nearest soldier, cracking the robotic headpiece and detaching it from the armor, blinding him. My leg instinctively kicks out behind me, catching one of them as they’re charging at me and bending in the metal plates of his armor. I grit my teeth, hoping for a second that the pilot inside is okay, but a quick look at my own troops reminds me that I can’t worry about every injured soldier from Fort Silence. My sword materializes in my hand as I swing it at his knees, detaching the gigantic frame from its legs and sending it into the ground. Then the edge of my blade continues turning, cutting through the breastplate of another.
Before I’ve finished my turn, I feel hands grabbing me from behind. They rise up under my arms and behind my head, the powered steel tendons inside those massive metal arms straining to keep me pinned. Before I can break loose, one of the solders swings his blade at me, the edge catching me right across the stomach but breaking when it hits my armor. The guy doesn’t waste a breath, instead raising up his rifle in his other hand and firing off a stream of shots. I feel every one of them punching into my guts, dozens of bullets pushing the armor to its limit. My visor’s flaring red and warning signals are going off, reminding me I can’t take those kinds of hits, and with every bit of strength I have, I tilt forward. I put so much force into it that the guy holding me goes flying over my back and into his friend, freeing me up in time to see the Sha’b closing the gap, their rifles firing into the enemy. A mix of rifle rounds and energy blasts go flying by me, giving me just a second to catch my breath as both sides of the fight slam into one another.
There’s a second when it’s surreal, when there’s just a wave of heavily armored troopers rushing past me, followed up by every other Sha’b soldier you could imagine, just guys in basic combat armor and tactical helmets. Guns are firing and blades are out. Above us, artillery fire from the base is crashing into our rear lines. Suiciders are zooming overhead, their rockets pouring into the enemy moments before their gliders are blown out of the air by flak gun fire. Then, way in the distance, beyond the walls of Fort Silence, I can see the guns of the Panzer focusing in on the Dynamis, which is returning fire with every weapon it has. Explosions are erupting from the flying ship, but the Panzer’s completely focused on taking it out, leaving us without any more support. “Dark Angel to command!” I scream into my helmet. “Erin, what’s the situation?”
“Angel, it’s a madhouse. Full guns of the Dynamis are bearing down on me. It wouldn’t be so much of a problem if not for everything Fort Silence is deciding to throw my way. It’s taking every flak gun onboard just to keep from getting pummeled by missiles.”
“Shit.” All I can think is that, if we can’t free up the Panzer, we’re going to get torn apart. We’re sitting ducks just fighting it out on the inner grounds. “Do I have to go to you?”
“What’s that now?”
I don’t have a chance to answer. Out of nowhere, a golden beam of energy cuts through the battlefield, the ground exploding apart next to me as men and women are thrown to the side. The golden beam cuts almost to the wall of the fort, and even if I can’t see him through the crowds, I don’t need to ask who it is before I growl his name.
“Yousef.”
Dodger’s Recording 24
I’m rushing through the tunnels to the Green Zone, the Fury repulsor bike we ‘requisitioned’ for this operation zipping me through the subway in a mad dash for where the last stand’s going to happen. I’ve got my helmet strapped on and audio coming in through my earpiece, but I’m really dead focused on getting to where I need to be. It doesn’t mean I don’t feel my breath getting short as reports are coming in.
It’s when Martin comes in over the line that I get nervous. “Lieutenant,” he says. “We’ve got most of the people entering the Green Zone now. We formed up around seven city blocks, holding 116th street north of the Zone, but . . .”
“What, Martin?” I ask as the tunnels ahead light up as my bike’s headlamps shine through the darkness, the bike sliding around a curve as I continue pushing forward. “What’s going on?”
“We got as many inside as we could. There are definitely pockets of people out there in the city all the way north to the river.”
“We both knew that was what was most likely going to happen once Dravic started redirecting his people.”
“Patel helped organize the defense line east of the zone, along Madison Avenue. He saved a lot of lives.”
The words are ominous. For a second, I bring the Fury to a stop. “What are you telling me?”
“Sergeant Patel’s gone. I thought you should know, since he was a friend of yours.”
When you see someone go down in front of you, there’s so much involved. The gunshots, the chaos, it’s all just a big frenzy. When you’re leading something, when you can’t physically be there to protect the people you care about . . . maybe it’s worse. It’s just a few words letting you know that someone you care about died. There were no final words, no long goodbyes. They’re just gone.
There’s a long moment when I sit there in the dark, not saying anything back. Patel was closer to Tommy, but we still fought together. He was still a guy I’d served with for forever. And all I can think is . . . he’s gone. Then, I remember Patel, and the way he was. The way he put himself on the line over and over to defend Central. And as much as I can feel his death making all of this fighting feel incredibly real and close, I know he’d tell me I have to focus. I have to get the job done, because otherwise, what did he die for? That thought’s enough to make me rev up the Fury again and start pushing toward the Green Zone. “Keep the defense steady, Martin. You know the orders. Fall back behind the walls of the zone if you have to. I’m going to be there.”




Personal Recording of Devleena Kumar 13
I’m busy busting someone’s breastplate in when Torres yells at me. “Sarge!”
It’s almost irritating to get distracted, but I look her way and bark, “What?” But she doesn’t have to answer. I look around and realize a circle’s cleared out, like the sea parting, and there on the opposite end from us is the general. To be completely honest, I expected him to stay locked in the fort, so when I see him, it’s kind of shocking. “Supreme General Yousef.”
His eyes carve me up as he says, “First Sergeant Kumar and her girlfriend. Well, I never thought you fully bought into the mission of the fort. You know this is treason.”
“The only one who’s turned their back on their people is you!” I scream as I charge at him. I tower over the guy, standing more than a few feet higher and with the sort of bulk that could absorb a cannon shell to chest. As I’m bringing my giant of a fist down at him, I’m expecting him to jump out of the way or dodge. I’m expecting him to move like lightning, and I’m already planning how I’m going to react to that.
But he doesn’t dodge. He stands there as my fist’s rocketing right at his face. Then, when it’s just inches away, the world around him explodes in a golden aura. It’s so bright my visor surges for a second, the light overwhelming the sensors in my lenses. What I know is that, when my vision clears, he’s standing there with his hand out and holding back my fist. Even though I look like I could grab him in my palm, somehow he’s holding me back. His left eye is swirling with a golden circle as the energy around him burns along the ground, and then he moves. And when I say he moves, I mean I don’t even see it when he grabs me at the wrist. In that split second, I could swear he looks bigger, but I don’t have time to think about that before he pitches me over his shoulder and sends me crashing into the ground, dust exploding into the air as I slam into the pavement. Two tons of weight, thrown to the ground by someone who isn’t even wearing power armor. By the time I flip onto my stomach to push myself up, Torres has already launched herself at him, but Yousef goes running up her chest. His first foot hits her with enough force to send her arching backward, then his feet continue propelling him up her body until he flies into the air. Midway up, he flips himself around and comes flying back down with both hands. Closed together into a single clubbed hammer, his fists crash into her helmet and drive her back into the ground.
Before he can do anything else, I flip my rifle off my back and pour rounds at him, sweeping the air. Somehow, he avoids every spike, and then he’s standing in front of me with his fist cocked back. That’s when one of my guys goes barreling into him, shoulder tucked down and just almost hitting him. Again though, Yousef leaps at the last second and comes down behind him, and now it’s clear that somehow the general’s gotten bigger by at least a foot. The material of his uniform has stretched to the point that it’s tearing apart, and he’s moving with more power than I’ve ever seen him with. His leg comes sweeping underneath the trooper and sends him tripping to the ground before Yousef’s golden fist locks around a cable in the trooper’s armor, ripping it clear out and disabling the suit.
I’m at Yousef in a second, the blades under my gauntlets swinging at him as he waves me on, like a boxer taunting his opponent. I miss easily, and he takes that golden hand of his and punches me in the stomach with enough force that I feel the plating collapse inward. My legs, suspended in the torso of my armor, suddenly scream as the armor crushes down around them. But I don’t give myself the chance to feel the pain as I swing again, only to have my blade caught between Yousef’s hands. Before I get what’s happening, he snaps the blade off my gauntlet and kicks me to the stomach, sending me rolling head over heels as he throws the blade away.
I get my head up in time to see Torres lock her gigantic arms around him, and for one second, I think that if I can get to him, we can finish this. But I’ve barely planted a hand to the ground when that golden energy surges and he throws his arms out, breaking her lock on him. Yousef spins to her as she swings wildly, but he grabs the power armor at her elbow. He doesn’t bother tossing her. He doesn’t waste the opportunity. Instead, I hear him scream this awful, earth rocking scream as he drives his hand upward, breaking tons of metal in half and snapping her armor’s forearm off at the elbow. Fire and electricity explode out of her arm as she staggers forward, but Yousef doesn’t stop. He leaps into her chest, driving her back into the pavement as his fist comes down on her breastplate with enough power that I see it dent inward. I take off sprinting at him, screaming in anger as Torres is screaming in pain, when he swings his arm in my direction. For just one, God awful second, I’m staring into the face of a golden light that’s focused like the sun in his hand. The next second, I’m leaping out of the way as a beam of energy explodes from his palm, erupting across the field with so much power that I see people in its way evaporating into the light. They just disintegrate into nothing.
When I look back up, I see Yousef pound down on Torres’ breastplate two more times before his golden hand locks onto a groove in the metal. Then he reels back, and I hear the awful groaning of the armor’s chest piece as it rips from her body. Just like that, there’s Yousef, towering over her in golden light, his hand grabbing her by the collar and ripping her from the torso of her power armor. Her faces is covered in blood and she looks like she’s having trouble breathing. Maybe broken ribs. But Yousef’s face looks like a demon’s, and when his fist cocks back, I know he’s about to hit with the kind of force power that would blast a wall apart.
And then fire. Red fire, falling from the sky, as Jackie slams into him. The two of them go rolling along the ground as I sprint over to protect Torres, cradling her and looking back to see what’s happening. The second I’ve got Torres in my arms, I see Jackie and Yousef both climbing to their feet, with her standing there and screaming at him. “Stop this, Yousef!”
“Stop? These are my people, Jackie. Humanity. You want me to stop? And what? Give them to you?” His face contorts and even if he’s not yelling, his voice resonates across the battlefield. “They all turn in the end, Dark Angel. Your friend, Mike. My sister, Ishara. You think you’re any different? We both know that’s not true. And you want to give my people over to you? So, one day, you can slaughter them like pigs when you can no longer control the Creep that’s eating its way through your mind.”
“I’m done with that. Do you understand? I know what I did, what I’ve done. But what I am today is what matters. What I am today is someone who stands up to monsters like you.”
“To quote a supposedly holy book, ’How terrible it will be for those who call evil good, and call good evil. Who substitute darkness for light and light for darkness.’ You’ve condemned yourself by losing sight of what this fight is all about. It’s about preserving humanity. That includes saving it from itself, when it’s lost its way. When it’s started calling people like you ‘good,’ when all you’ll do is destroy them in the end.”
“If things ever come close to that, then I’ll leave before that happens, Yousef, but right now? I’m putting a stop to you first,” she shouts as the two of them launch at each other, golden light pouring out of Yousef and red energy burning the skies around Jackie. Jackie’s punch goes flying by Yousef’s face, but Yousef’s punch misses her, too. Then, faster than I can blink, the two of them connect, their fists crashing into the other’s and raw heat and energy exploding from them when their fists bash into each other. There’s just one second where it looks like Yousef doesn’t understand how Jackie was able to match his speed, but then the two of them vanish, Jackie suddenly appearing not far from me and Yousef appearing a split second later, his fist crashing into the ground as Jackie leaps out of the way.
Torres’ voice reminds me to breath when she weakly says, “They’re fast.”
“Yeah, no shit,” I say as I collect her in my arms and sprint to the entrance of the fort’s administration building, laying her against the wall as we watch the two of them fighting. It’s like nobody wants to get in their way, and that circle around them stays cleared out as Jackie summersaults backward, leaping through the air and dodging everything that Yousef throws her way. When they come rocketing back to the ground, the two of them start throwing jabs so fast that it’s hard to keep up, their hands rising to block before launching into punches. There’s a second between the two of them when Jackie explodes with speed, screaming as she launches herself at him. Yousef’s head swings left and right, leaning away from punches and ducking under others as he struggles backward.
Torres laughs as much as her lungs will let her. “She’s doing it. She’s got him beat.”
The thing is, I see the strain around Jackie’s mouth, and I hear the screaming. And then I look at Yousef as he’s calmly swinging out of the way of one punch after another. That’s when I realize he’s not struggling. He’s dancing. I think I even see him smirk as another one of Jackie’s punches misses him by inches.
“No,” I mumble as I’m looking at them. “She’s faster than I’ve ever seen her, but she’s no match for him.”
Yousef slides away from another punch and goes leaping, his hand planting on the ground and launching him back onto his feet. “Is that really your best, then? I was under the impression that the Creep made unstoppable monsters.”
I see her eyes flare red as she shouts back at him. “I don’t know anything about what the Creep’s supposed to do. This isn’t about the Creep. This is about me stopping you from hurting anyone else.”
“All this bragging, all this heroic talk, when you still haven’t shown you can keep up with me. I haven’t even reached full speed yet. Did you know that?” There’s just a second when I see Jackie’s back stiffen, like she wasn’t ready to hear that. Yousef must notice it, because he starts laughing at her from across the field. “Oh. You didn’t? You spent all that time, a month away training, and this is the best you could manage? A little faster, at best. The mighty Dark Angel. I shouldn’t have been worried about you returning after all.”
Jackie explodes across the ground at him, her thrusters launching her forward as she screams and her fist sailing past Yousef before her jetpack kicks out. Then she spins, pivoting on one leg and kicking out with the other, missing as Yousef moves so fast, he’s behind her in an instant. Jackie swings her clubbed fist backward, Yousef leaning back and underneath the punch, only to straighten out as she starts punching at him against. But, no matter how much faster she strikes, it feels like Yousef is just getting quicker. No matter how much Jackie keeps up, she never looks able to actually land one of her own punches.
And then Yousef connects with her so hard that I see blood shoot from her mouth and onto the pavement. She goes barreling over before he grabs her from behind the head and sends her tumbling in circles along the ground, the pavement tearing apart as I see bent pieces of her armor flying off of her. Yousef’s bowed over for a second  with his palms on the ground, like an animal ready to pounce, and he goes flying across the soil as his legs push him forward. He’s right on her and flying through the air, his clubbed fists coming down and a second away from smashing into her when I swing my rifle off my back and fire it his way. His eyes flash at me for just a second before his body contorts, angling underneath my rifle rounds and tumbling onto the ground.
He’s rolling onto his feet when Jackie’s fist comes across his face, slamming him with enough power that his body twists sideways, giving her just enough time to bring her other fist crashing up into his stomach. Yousef doubles over and growls, but his fingers lock around her wrist and jerk her arm straight out, his free hand flying up into her elbow. The second it connects, I hear this disgusting snap as Jackie’s arm cracks in a direction it shouldn’t and goes limp. Bits of armor fall to the ground as she grabs at her broken arm, but she’s barely had time to scream before Yousef’s fists go collapsing against both sides of her temples. The hit makes her legs go weak, but before she hits the ground, Yousef grabs her by the throat. He pushes her to her knees and drives his golden fists into her face over and over, Jackie just trying to block with her one good arm as he continues to crack her helmet apart.
I take a look at Torres, who just nods at me to go, before I start sprinting at the two of them, my body charging like a tank at Yousef. “Yousef!” I scream as I’m about to crash down on him. He turns to me at the lack second and drops Jackie, leaning out of my way and slipping under my punch. His palm comes slamming down on the knee of my armor, a golden blast exploding through that tears into the steel tendons and mechanical servos keeping my armor running. It forces me to a knee, and the second I’m at eye level, Yousef grabs at my helmet. The view in my visor starts to spark and turn to static as I hear the wrenching of metal as he strips the helmet from my armor, the world around me exploding in electrical sparks and fire. Before I have a chance to look, I feel the force of his fist as he hits me with so much power, I almost black out the second it connects. The world goes black just long enough that I go toppling over, collapsing onto my side as the world swims around me.
That’s when I see the fire from Jackie’s jetpack erupting, her body streaming into the air as her thrusters send her screaming into the sky. Yousef notices it, his eyebrows tightening and a scream leaping out of him as his golden eye starts circling. In a second, he’s flipped around, his palm full of more light than I’ve seen him use to that point. That’s when he throws his arm skyward, that golden energy swirling around him as it channels into his finger, his arm tracking Jackie as she’s circling away. And no matter how much I want to get up or help, I’m trapped in my armor. It’s become a coffin, and all I can do is scream as that beam of energy explodes from his hand. The sound of it erupting fills my head as I see Jackie’s body burst into a bright ball of fire that immediately starts to turn to the ground, detonating like a meteor when her body hits the earth. My vision’s going blurry as Yousef starts to walk to the entrance to the administrative building, his voice screaming into his earpiece. “Focus all artillery fire on the spot where the Dark Angel impacted. She won’t come back from the dead a third time.”
He doesn’t even bother looking at me or Torres as he walks back inside, the massive blast doors covering the entrance groaning as they shudder to a close behind him. He’s done what he came to do. All that’s left to do is watch and listen to the booms of artillery cannons and rocket launches firing off in the dark, sending explosions flying sky high at the same spot where Jackie crash landed. A thundering plume of fire erupts into the air, burning its way across the dark skies as rockets continue to rain down on the courtyard. I force myself to look as I try to understand what comes next. If Jackie’s down . . . what comes next?
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When I see what Yousef does to Jackie . . . blowing her out of the sky . . . I lose my breath. She explodes in midair and crashes to the ground, only to get hammered by so much artillery fire that there are surrounding troops and hardware that get blown up in the explosion. I’m still finding it hard to breathe when Yousef steps back into the room, somehow looming a full foot taller and looking like he’s in some mad blood rage, his uniform shirt literally ripped apart at the chest.
His eyes go to me as his voice detonates from the other side of the room. “Are you still depending on her to save you?” Then his eyes go to the doc. “Do you still want to tell me not to gamble against Jackie Coleman?” But the doc doesn’t say anything. He just sits there with his eyes closed, taking deep breaths. Yousef turns to the team sitting in the middle of the room and growls. “Are we getting any signs of the Dark Angel out there?”
One of the young men turns back to look at him. “No, sir. As far as we can tell, her armor was completely destroyed. She took nearly a dozen salvos of artillery before we stopped firing on her position.”
“Good,” he growls as he looks at the monitors in front of him. At the point where Jackie went down, there’s a massive crater that’s burning, like a hole out of hell. “With her out of the way, we can focus all of our ground fire on the Panzer. I want that behemoth blown out of the streets.”
“All of our guns, sir? We’re currently holding back significant raider forces using the wall emplacements. If we stop . . .”
“The Panzer has enough firepower mounted to its chest to wipe out the Dynamis and our wall defenses if we let up firing on it for even a second. Once it’s out of the way, we can turn back our defenses on these raiders. Is that clear?”
“Yes, sir.”
I look from him to  the screens, and all I can see is how many gun emplacements are still lining the fort walls. I see the Panzer starting to erupt under the return fire. And as the seconds tick away, turning to minutes . . . I really start to wonder if the only thing I can do is charge Yousef and take him out. Crush the head of the snake, even if it means dying in the process. He’s got a sidearm strapped to his hip he never uses, and for a minute, I wonder if I could grab it while he’s walking around and put a shot to the back of his head. Because if that’s the only way to take out Yousef Suliman . . . I’ll do it.
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By the time I’m hauling myself out of the side of a hill in the middle of the Green Zone, I can tell everything is going to hell. I come out of a door that’s almost completely hidden from the public, and I’m immediately hitting the pavement, watching as people are being hurried underground and into the gardens where all the food is kept. Men are holding their wives’ hands and children are screaming as their parents carry them in a rush. Everything’s chaotic, with people rushing over hills and pushing at each other while some of the militia try to keep everything orderly.
I don’t have much time to waste, and I immediately start sprinting the half mile east, to the old Arsenal, where stories say they once stored weapons and ammunition. It’s the agreed upon place for the defense of the Green Zone to be coordinated, and I’m in full sprint just to get there before more time burns away. I’m sprinting through the front doors and shooting inside, where I’m immediately greeted by a half dozen officers all hovering over monitors. It’s Martin’s face I’m happiest to see, and he immediately reaches out to grab my  hand. He gives me firm shake and a pat on the shoulder before waving to the computer monitors. One monitor is specifically showing a map that’s lit up in red all around the Green Zone. “Welcome to the fight.”
“What’s going on?”
“As expected, the north side of the Zone is only being lightly hit. Most of Dravic’s men left that area when they deployed out to Colonial and Freedom Bridge.” He points to the south side of the zone. “When Dravic’s men started readjusting northward, they didn’t direct themselves west. We anticipated that’s what they would do when they started hitting Colonial Bridge, but instead they split off in two directions, east and west. The west side of the Zone’s where we concentrated a good deal of our forces, but it looks like Dravic thought of that. It looks like he’s trying to break through our more lightly defended eastern perimeter.”
“And our defenses?”
“Holding so far, but once more of Dravic’s forces reach us from the south, they’re going to reinforce their people on the east and west perimeter. At least, that’s my best guess. Once that happens, they’ll squeeze us from both sides, and it’s our eastern perimeter that’s likely to go first.”
“Alright. Then I’ll head there and rally up everyone.”
“Lieutenant?”
“You’re in charge here with the larger picture. Got it?”
He leans back and a deep frown just carves its way across his lips. “That’s not what we discussed.”
“What we discussed was that I’ve been the one going back and forth, getting everyone organized. That means it’ll help to have me out there. Yazzie was supposed to be one of the block leaders and help organize people from that direction, so I’ll join up wither her.” I take a deep breath. “And my old team. I think  . . . I think this is the way it was always going to have to go.”
His frown doesn’t fade as he stares at me, and eventually he grabs a rifle, pushes it into my hands, and  waves me to the doors. “These guys can handle things for a minute while I take you out there.”
“Take me out there?”
“I don’t need you exhausting yourself running all over the place,” he says as he slams the doors open and leads me to one of the lift bikes parked outside, the repulsor pads underneath glowing and ready to run. He slips into the seat and motions behind him. “Hop on. Yasmine’s all the way up at 84th street, that’s a mile north of here. Shouldn’t take more than a few minutes.”
“Alright,” I tell him as I get on behind him and wrap my arms around his waist. A second later, the bike’s lifting up off of the ground as the repulsors ignite, the back engines erupting and sending us rocketing out of the Arsenal. A second later, we’re flying through all the backstreets and pathways that crisscross the Zone. It’s almost surreal, flying underneath trees while a calm night sky is projected on the roof of the glass enclosure. The whole time, the sound of explosions is ringing out from beyond the walls outside. People are screaming as they’re running by, making their way to the center of the Zone and the gates that lead below ground. All I can do is hope we get there fast and hold on. Martin’s leaning forward in his chair as the wind cuts by around us, our bike flying across 79th street and past a massive building that once served as an art museum. The city fathers who planned this part of town nestled the museum into the east side of the park that was once the Green Zone. Originally, it must have been for the beautiful views of the park.
Today, I don’t care about the views. What I know’s that if the eastern walls fall, that old museum’s going to be one of the points we hold at all costs. It’s massive, with huge exterior stone walls and multiple floors. The rooftop’s a perfect position for us to mount a counterattack on invaders from, and it’s a great place to house wounded. The walls of the Zone connect right into the north and southern sides of the museum, and the glass enclosure is constructed so that it doesn’t cover the entire rooftop. That means, with Dravic’s forces starting to spill onto the streets around the east perimeter, the museum’s the perfect place for us to return fire. As we’re zipping by in its shadow, I can see men rushing through the doors of the museum, moving inside so that, I assume, they can man the rooftop defenses.
That’s not our destination though. We hit 85th street, just outside the museum, and Yousef takes the bike into a sharp turn. We’re roaring down the street, and ahead of us, I can already feel what a nightmare everything must be like. The glass enclosure, which comes down behind the tall exterior walls facing the street, is already cracking. Martin takes us into a sliding stop, the bike coming to a halt just outside the enclosure and into a completely different world from what’s happening inside. 5th Avenue, which runs north and south along the Green Zone, is littered with Dravic’s forces probing our defenses. Gun fire is erupting back and forth, one block after another. The street’s been ripped apart, something we planned to do to set up concrete barriers in the road. The idea was that it would be good for cover and to slow incoming vehicles down. I’m not sure how well it’s worked out, because coming from the east is what looks like an endless crowd of soldiers and walkers to back them up. There are the bodies of militia men piled up along the pavement, and I don’t want to think about how many people have died trying to hold this side of the Zone.
Martin waves me forward, motioning toward one of the barriers. I can’t help but feel a sense of relief when I see them, especially Yasmine, all hunkered down behind protection. “Good luck, lieutenant!” he shouts as I flip off of the bike and rush toward the barrier. I toss myself in behind the group, everyone’s eyes go to me. Yazzie, especially, almost loses her cool. “Lieutenant, you’re—”
“No time,” I shout back, motioning ahead to the walkers starting to rush into the street. “The minute those walkers are in the crossroads, you blow those traps, then tear those metal suits apart. I’m going to move south and try to get things organized on the ground while Martin’s coordinating from the Arsenal. I’ll be back this way soon, and then we’ll start pushing back against Dravic’s men.”
Yasmine just smiles as she nods at me. “Yes, sir. Good to have you back, lieutenant.”
I nod at her. “Good to be back.”
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Erin bursts in over my ear, and even though I just saw what happened, I can’t believe what I’m being told. “Angel’s down. Christ. They must have hammered her with about a dozen artillery shells.”
“What do you mean, Angel’s down?” I bark as I spin to my side, my rifle pumping out rounds and driving back one of the enemy walkers. “What’re you telling me?”
“No signals. Her armor’s gone completely dead.”
“What?” My eyes sweep around me. We’re bogged down, swarmed in every direction by walkers converging on us while soldiers from the fort are swarming on our flanks. The end of my rifle swings right and butts into the chest of someone fighting next to me, and I squeeze off rounds without even thinking. Then, I turn left, and I have to bring my gauntlets up as one of the walkers comes down on me with his own sword. I kick him in the gut, sending him keeling over before I bash him over the back of the head. “Erin. Where is the Angel?”
“Gone. She’s gone. No signals.”
My eyes go through the crowd one more time. I see the courtyard walls and see the guns turning toward the Panzer. With no Angel, they’re free to hit it hard. “Erin. You’re in charge now. What’s the order?” He doesn’t answer for a second, a second when I’m forced to dodge out of the way as a rifle gets leveled at me. I bring my fist up and knock the rifle upward before driving my blade into the soldier holding it, the blade punching right through its torso. “Erin, we can’t just sit here, or we’ll get  crushed!”
“I know. I know. Hold position.”
“Until when?”
There’s one more long delay before he says, “I’m coming.”
“You’re what?”
“I’m going to fire on the walls. Take out the guns.”
I twist to my side as I bash another soldier across the face, sending him staggering backward before I fire into his chest. “The second you take your guns off the Dynamis it’s going to bring down more firepower  on you than even the Panzer can handle.”
“Taking out those guns will give you the best chance to get inside the fort before the Dynamis can start firing on you. There’s no time to argue. It’s kill Yousef or we lose the war. You’ve got the numbers advantage. Isn’t that what we’ve been saying?”
There’s a second when space opens up around me, and I get one good look at the Panzer standing far off in the city, like a tower itself. Half of it’s covered in erupting guns and another half’s burning from missile fire. “Erin. Good luck.”
“Get ready to push once I take out those walls.”
“Yes, sir.” I look to my sides, watching the world getting swept up in a wave of new walkers pouring out of the nearby hangars. I can’t get a clear view of anything more than that, though. Not from ground level. I’m no general and I’ve never had to lead an army. Just my DEC. I can only imagine what Erin’s thinking as he sees all of his happening at once.
And that’s when the world lights up with more explosives than I believed existed. I can see the guns on the Panzer firing off in spots of light, and seconds later, the outer walls of the grounds are going sky high. One explosion after another eats into the walls as missiles slam into them, tearing them open in columns of fire that go roaring into the air. Rounds as big as a child chew the ground up, eating through tanks closing in on both sides of our forces. The whole time, gun emplacements are flying into thousands of burning pieces, the night air burning under the attack. Through the fire, I see people go flying from the walls as the ground opens up underneath them. It’s almost awe inspiring, seeing that kind of payload getting dropped.
But then I see the shoulder of the Panzer explode as a wave of missiles from the Dynamis slam into it, eating into the metal and ripping it open. A huge ball of fire erupts into the sky, followed by more that dig into its collar. I can tell the Dynamis is targeting the Panzer’s guns. “Erin? Erin!” I scream into my helmet but don’t get any response. If Erin’s not giving orders, I don’t even know who’s in charge. That’s when I realize I’m not the only one. Everyone in my DEC’s confused. They’re falling back, collapsing onto my position from every side. Across the command channel, I’m hearing voices shouting out for orders. Should they fall back? Should they hold? In my ear, I can hear Neddy shouting, “The southern wall is down. I’m taking the lead of our troops there. Hold onto the center until we’ve reached you.”
The problem is, I don’t know if we can. Above me, flak guns tear Suiciders out of the sky by the dozens, balls of fire raining down onto the ground. Standing a few feet over the crowd, I see where, in the distance, tanks from both sides explode under the exchange of canon fire. It’s pure chaos. That’s when it occurs to me that maybe rushing to bring together thousands of Sha’b without any formal military discipline, who typically lack a formal chain of command, might have its drawbacks. Ned might be the only person taking real lead on the ground. It makes me realize I need to do the same thing.
“Shit. DEC team, hold position here,” I scream, grabbing one of the troopers by the shoulder and steadying him from taking any more steps back. I fall back, listening as guns start opening fire again and watching my visor. Two taps on my gauntlet’s controls and I’ve got a rough grid layout of what the situation in the courtyard looks like, thanks to inputs from the Baby Boys that are swarming the place. I can feel the sweat pouring down my temples when I switch on the command channel. “This is Sergeant Kalie to Bonsu. The fort’s perimeter defenses are almost all down but we’re getting pinned inside. I need our right and left columns to hold position while Vanguard opens up a way into the fort. I repeat, hold position. General Lancaster is securing the right column, but we can’t lose the left.”
There’s just the quickest confirmation, and I switch back over onto the Vanguard’s frequency and slap closed the control panel on my gauntlet. After that, I strap my rifle to its magnetic lock on my back and free the remaining blade on my right gauntlet. “Vanguard, everyone on my back. Clear the sides while we cut our way to the doors. Let’s make it happen.”
Again, I get a bunch of confirmations shouted back, this time from the team I’ve been fighting with my whole life. The people I grew up with. I’m already bursting back to the front of the line when the last confirmation is in my ear, the massive blade strapped to my wrists ripping into the powered armor in front of me. All I can think of at that second’s the numbers. We have the numbers. We don’t have the firepower, but if we can just get inside the fort and take it to Yousef, we can end this all. If freeing the Deadlands from him means dying for it . . . Well, nobody wants to live forever.
I make sure my blade digs deep into the person in front of me before pulling back, metal plates and electronics ripping away on my arm before I cut through the next enemy. I never give them a chance to raise a gun. It’d take a rifle at point blank range to even put a dent in Zero-One armor, and at this distance, the best they can get up are sidearms. I can see the flare of the shots firing off, and I can hear the rounds in my ear. They don’t make a difference before I tear into the next suit of power armor, my blade cutting off the arm before I head bash the suit’s helmet, collapsing its skull and shutting down its visual sensors. The rest of the DEC is right there with me, cutting into the enemy like pigs eating through bone. Maybe we don’t hold up well against the Creep. Nobody in the world can, not for long. Humans though?
Humans bleed and feel pain. They get scared. And as far as they’re concerned, as far as I’m concerned, I’m Kali, the goddess of destruction. These people have seen me fight and know the reputation. They see me towering over them, two or three feet taller than ever their largest suits of powered armor. That’s why I can see the signs of them hesitating as I tower over them, two tons of metal and fury, soaking up any weak shots the enemy tries to fire off while slicing through their poor excuses for armor. Apotheosis armor. It’s worthless in hand to hand combat, and it means nothing when the visage of death comes knocking at the door. I see a punch getting thrown in my direction and catch it in midflight, my hand clamping down on his fist until it explodes in a burst of fire. Then I raise my blade and cut the arm off at the wrist. My attacker reels back, but I put my blade right through his chest before kicking him to the ground.
The air around us is going crazy. The night sky’s crisscrossed with smoke trails and fire as what’s left of the Suiciders sweep the grounds, moving by the dozens and launching off those spiraling rockets of theirs. A few of the leftover wall emplacements are firing at them, but those guns weren’t made to track flying targets moving at that speed, and neither are the soldiers one the ground. Still, there’s so much gun fire lighting up the night that I still see plenty of good people getting  shot right out of the sky. Then a second later, my eyes are forward again, and I see just how far away the doors to the administration building still are. From the time Yousef went back inside to that moment, the crowds collapsed on us.
There’s still so much ground to cover, and I can feel my chest tightening up when I think of Torres somewhere over there, cut off from everyone else. Just thinking about it makes me grit my teeth, my tongue licking at my blood covered lips and my hair glued by sweat to my cheeks. I scream as I try to fight my way through, to get to Torres as much as the fortress doors. I’m in such a rage that I nearly rip the arm off the next soldier who leaps in front of me. Instead, I twist him around and kick him with enough power to drop him into the pavement. Then there’s another to replace him, and another and another. And every one of them that gets in my way gets cut down, crushed in my hands or torn apart by my blade while I wade through a sea of bodies that collapse around me.
I suck in a breath as I get ready to push even harder, when my ears suddenly fill up with a roaring noise as the ground around me opens apart with explosive force, pressure and fire tossing the earth into the air. The enemies in front of me vanish in a wall of fire, their Apotheosis armor disintegrating. Mine survives, but I can suddenly feel something’s wrong. I go pitching forward as the earth opens up, my arm suddenly on fire. I reach out to brace myself from falling, and the armor’s servos help me brace myself, but my arm is screaming. I look down and see where the metal has collapsed, clamping down on my muscle and bone. My eyes race around, and I see the rest of the team in similar condition, all of us struggling to get back up in a world that’s suddenly on fire. “What the hell?”
“They’re firing on their own people!” Someone yells at me. “The general’s going to do whatever it takes to end this!”
My eyes go to what’s left of the walls. I can’t see where the next shot’s going to come from, but I know it’s the same artillery cannons that wiped out Jackie. And my trooper’s right. Even if means killing his own people . . . the Golden Jackal’s coming for his prey.
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“Sod it,” I scream as I am literally slamming commands into the console in front of me. The screen at the front of the faceplate’s showing me a world on fire, a whole city burning and fields of tanks and transports exploding as they fire on each other. The walls of Fort Silence are crumbling, but they’ve still got enough guns working that it’s tearing our people apart.
For a second, I take a look down, my fingers thumbing the cross underneath my shirt. My skin’s soaked, sweat pouring out of my every pore. The Panzer’s internal cooling’s down. No surprise there, with the fires burning at the control panels around me and warning signs blaring into my ear. As if I don’t know the situation’s not exactly desirable.
In the skies overhead, the Dynamis is still firing away, the sky lighting up with missiles screaming in my direction and guns pounding nonstop into the Panzer’s armor. Every display to my right’s telling me that the Panzer’s getting ready to shut down. It’s like I said when I talked to Jackie, when the time came to evacuate, there would only be a moment. The chance of escaping was always unlikely.
It’s about that moment when I think about Ishara and Tara. Maybe it’s one of those things you do when you’re staring  death square in the face. You just think back on what’s important to you. Well, all I know in that moment’s that the two of them would never have abandoned their people. Not at a moment like that. So, I’m left with a decision. What to do next.
My eyes go to the walls of the fort and watch the artillery fire turning inward, firing on our people on the ground. That’s all I need to know to decide what has to happen next. Consequences be damned, I start ordering the Panzer forward, feeling the deck plates rumbling underneath me as the giant monstrosity walks on, breaking out of the city and onto Victory Field. What’s left of the guns start to turn away as they start to target the Panzer from what’s basically point blank range.
“Maybe we don’t live then,” I mumble under my breath as the guns are firing, the screen in front of me lighting up as return fire breaks through the Panzer’s armor. “But maybe we do what it takes so that others live through this. Like mother always told me, ‘under the shelter of each other, people survive.’” That’s the last words I say before I order everything left in the guns to fire, the walls far beneath me evaporating as the pressure from the Panzer’s cannons break them apart. Then there’s the last thing to watch, the missiles streaking at me from the Dynamis. All I can do is close my eyes and let the chips fall where they will.
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My armor’s shutting down. Every signal my helmet’s giving me’s saying it’s about to all just come to a stop. Armor integrity on my gauntlets, breastplate, even my shins is all near zero. Around me and the rest of the Vanguard, we’re getting fired on from every direction. The warning siren ringing through my ears says the suit’s on the verge of blowing apart. I fire whatever rounds are left in my rifle then toss it to the side before charging at the nearest walker. I swing my blade at him, not realizing that the last blade I had is missing, probably blown off during the artillery bombing. The walker in front of me dodges before bringing his rifle up and firing straight into my suit. Whatever’s left of my armor absorbs the shot, but I still feel like somebody’s just hit me hard in the gut. It sends me tumbling backward and almost to the ground, my body on the verge of collapsing, when somebody steadies me. When I look up, I can’t help but feel . . . happy. Happy to see her. It’s Torres, back in whatever’s left of her suit. Her helmet is gone, her breastplate still clean ripped off, and she’s still only got one arm attached to her power armor. Through the hellfire and smoke, I can see her face plastered with blood and dirt. But she gives me a smile as she locks her hand in mine, nodding even as the back of her armor is exploding apart with gun fire. “It’s been an honor, Kali. Devleena,” she tells me. It feels like another punch to the gut, but . . . I just nod back at her, clutching her hand back as I brace myself on the ground.
“The pleasure was all mine, Belinda.”
We look forward together, staring at the faces of our enemies. There are a sea of rifles pointed at us, and at this point, we’re all out of options. I feel her squeeze me tighter as we brace ourselves, waiting for an eternity as rifles lift up and prepare to fire. All around us, I can see the armor my troopers are wearing detonating apart as the people I’ve served with for years go collapsing to the ground under the pressure. Maybe that’s when I realize . . . I lied. I do want to live forever. But it’d be a sad life if I made it there without the people I’ve fought with my whole life.
But I also think . . . Well, I think I’m going to miss them.
With guns rising up to fire, Torres lets me go. I collapse onto the ground as she screams, turning toward the walkers facing us, her gauntlets flashing in the darkness and fire as she charges at the nearest one of them. The blade slices through its head, sending it collapsing into the ground as she charges for the next, guns erupting all around her as she starts hacking into another walker. The rounds ricochet off her arms and sides, but she’s exposed down the torso, and I see blood flying through the air as she gets off a final few hits. Everything is gunfire and blood for a second, then she staggers backward, her body collapsing down over mine as she puts her back between me and Yousef’s walkers.
I feel her arms lock around me as she shields me with her body, her face inches from mine as gunfire tears through her back. All I can see is her eyes open wide as she stares into nothing, blood dripping out of the corners of her mouth. And, all I can do is hold onto her as the back of her suit explodes apart, her body forming the wall that saves my life. With her mouth just above my ear, I listen. There aren’t any grand last words, nothing she says that defies death. All I hear’s the breath she has leave her body, her eyes closing as she slumps forward and rolls to the side.
Gone.
For a second, I’m sitting there, the world swimming around me. Fire is burning against the night sky, and I’m surrounded by walkers piloted by the same men and women I used to serve with, their rifles pointed at me. Blood’s running down my face and plastering to my skin, sweat and dirt brushed against my face. My armor’s almost completely done, and I don’t have anywhere to run to. But then I think, maybe it doesn’t matter. At least, when I look over at Belinda’s body, lying calmly on the ground, I think that, maybe, it just wasn’t meant to happen. It’s funny because, I’ve spent my whole life fighting and seeing death, calling myself the goddess of destruction, but it’s not until that second that I really think . . . I’m as human as everyone else, and maybe it’s my time to go. And, maybe it’s strange but, the second I accept that, I don’t feel as scared.
And then, one more time, the world fills up with light.  Just . . . this time it isn’t from artillery or missile fire. It’s not from guns or explosions. This time, it’s not even directed at us. It’s a light so intense that it sweeps right past us, like tornado winds that go sweeping over everyone standing on the grounds of Fort Silence. Everyone braces as they turn, trying to find where the light’s coming from but almost blinded by the intensity. Still, everyone’s eyes are on a beam of light that looks like it’s connecting the heavens to the earth. It’s cutting through the sky, burning out of the clouds above us with so much power that I even see the Dynamis lurching away to avoid the energy wave that nearly knocks it out of the air. The night almost looks like day for a second as a shock wave rolls along the ground, nearly knocking all of us off of our feet as we brace against whatever’s happening. As I’m staring at the ground around me, I start seeing stones shaking and flying past me with the force of the energy flow.
Then I hear something that makes me breathe a sigh of relief. It’s Erin. “Kali,” I hear in my ear. “Kali, are you hearing me?”
“Erin. You’re alive,” I say through clenched teeth as my legs dig into the dirt, bracing just so I can hold my position. “Thank your God, apparently.”
“Are you seeing this?”
“It’s not easy to miss.” My eyes are pinned to the column of light emptying down from above. “What’s . . . what’s happening?”
“It’s a massive tear in Pocket Space. The largest I’ve ever seen. No word on what’s causing it. I’m sending you a video feed from the Baby Boys.”
A video widow opens in the headset wear in case something happens to my helmet, and suddenly I’m watching that same beam of light, except this time from the air. I can see it perfectly. It’s this . . . How do I describe it? It’s raw energy that’s gathering in the courtyard, like a vortex, and connected to a column of energy flowing from the sky. It continues to pulse and fire off for just a few more seconds before the beam starts to die off. Slowly, it gets thinner and thinner before disappearing, and then all there is to see is this burning fire on the battlefield. White fire. Still, it’s not until that overwhelming light starts to die down that I really get a real clear look of what’s happening. There’s a person, standing in the middle of the flames, a tall silhouette against the light. No armor, and her jumpsuit’s as white as the fire around her, but there’s no one else it could be.
It’s Jackie.
She takes a step. It’s slow at first, like she doesn’t remember how to walk, so it takes her a second to look like she’s gotten her legs under her. Still, she ends up taking one step after another as she walks out of the crater that the artillery shells left behind. It’s almost like she doesn’t know where she is. Watching her from that aerial view, I look on as she flexes her fingers, her chest rising and falling while she takes deep breaths. Then she looks up, and it’s like watching a baby that’s seeing the world for the first time. Almost like she’s realizing that there’s still a battle going on. There was, anyway, because everything happening on the ground seems to grind to a stop just for her.
Erin’s in my ear again. “Kali. What . . . What is this?”
“Damned if I know. Have you ever heard of her . . . doing this? Burning white fire?”
“Nothing in our reports, and nothing about opening up holes in Pocket Space.”
“None in ours, either. This is . . . this is new.”
And that’s when Jackie’s head snaps forward, and just like that? She’s gone. I don’t see it happen. She just vanishes, and the next thing I know, there’s a line of explosions lighting up through rows of Fort Silence walkers. I lose my breath when I see it, but what happens next is what almost makes me have a heart attack. I nearly scream when I turn my head and Jackie’s standing right there. She looks at me, then at the soldiers in front of us, who’ve all backed up a step at her arrival.
She looks at me, and I see the pupils of her eyes have changed. They’re not burning red anymore. They’re burning silver. “I’ll clear some space for you.” She says it dead calm, like there’s nothing to worry about. “Can you still manage things out here?”
“Uh. Yeah. Yeah.” What else am I supposed to say? “I think . . . My armor’s almost done.”
“Like I said. I’ll clear some space.”
It’s one of those blink and you’ll miss it moments. Literally. She vanishes from right in front of me, and the rows of Fort Silence troops that were just pointing guns at us are suddenly exploding apart or collapsing to the ground, their legs cut out from under them or their arms severed at the mechanical joints. There are dozens of explosions all around us as walkers vanish in fire and reappear, lying on the ground in pieces. Then Jackie’s in front of me again, nodding at me. “Remember to protect Erin. You’ve got the rest.”
“Yeah.” I shake my head and blink hard. I’m busy trying to convince myself that this isn’t a dream. “Yeah, I’ll keep things steady out here.”
“I know.”
And then she’s gone again.




Tommy’s Recording 40
General Yousef takes a step backward and clenches his golden fists as he growls at the monitor. “What am I looking at?” His eyes shoot over to Doc Watson. “You. What is this?”
The doctor’s head is lowered and shaking. “I . . . I don’t . . .”
Yousef practically spins him in a circle as he grabs him by the shoulder. “Answer me, doctor. What is this?”
“She’s . . .” He sucks in a hard breath. “You’ve pushed her. Beyond the Alexander Limit. This is, normally, what would make her go feral.”
“And this time? What happened this time?”
He has this confused look on his face as he look at the general, like this should be simple to understand. “She didn’t.”
Our eyes go to the screen all at once as we see explosions erupting across the courtyard. Tanks are sent tumbling upside down and troops wearing powered armor are sent collapsing into the dirt. It’s what’s left of the walls though that really gets me. All those gun emplacements that are left go ripping apart, like she’s streaking by them. My face actually twists up as I say, “She’s flying like Mike flew. Without the jetpack.”
Yousef only growls as he looks back at Doc Watson. “You’re telling me you’ve never seen this before?”
“Twice,” the doc corrects himself. “Only twice.”
“When?”
“That’s not really the most pertinent issue at hand. Well, I don’t believe so, at any rate.”
“You’re right. Tell me what you think is happening.”
We keep watching as cameras throughout the courtyard keep trying to track Jackie. Each one of them clicks on too late, missing her by seconds until she finally stops at the blast doors that guard the entrance to the administration building. The doc shakes his head as he keeps watching, his eyes fixed on the images. He actually lets a smile slip for just this one second. “Normally, when Jackie is pushed to her extremes, she loses control. She enters a feral state, similar to other hyper powerful, Creep infested individuals. Sally. Judge. Individuals with the power to command the Creep at extreme levels.”
“And this time? Doctor, what is happening this time?”
“It appears that her powers reached that same heightened state as in her feral mode, with one notable exception. This time, she retained control. Think of her feral state like a hammer. Powerful, but imprecise in many instances. Deadly, even to her friends. What Jackie is currently experiencing is a state in which she retains all that power, but controlled and sharpened, like a blade. A blade that is currently turned towards you, General Yousef.”
Yousef snarls as our eyes go toward the screens again. This time, Jackie appears at the heavy doors of the inner fort. “She’s moving faster than our sensors can track her? How do you explain that?”
“She’s not moving, per se. She’s, well, she’s space skipping.”
“What?”
“Space skipping. It’s an almost unheard of term used to describe people who move their full bodies through Pocket Space. She’s essentially transferring herself through Pocket Space, as opposed to her weapons.”
“I didn’t think that was possible.”
“It’s not. Typically, at any rate. It’s almost always fatal. Even in her heightened state, Jackie could die doing it. So long as she’s doing it though, it only appears as if she’s moving faster than you can see.” He pauses as he continues looking at the monitor. “Though it seems the energy output from Pocket Space has, indeed, made her both faster and stronger.”
“Pocket Space? What does that have to do with this?”
I see the doc’s face twist, and I can tell he practically want to laugh at the question. “General . . . have you truly studied the Creep this long and not realize it acts as a gateway between our dimension and the Pocket Space dimension? Your Advanced Reaction Core works much the same way, increasing both your strength and speed as you subconsciously manipulate the reality around you. Jackie is only doing the same thing, though she is doing it entirely organically, without the need for a mechanical aid.”
Yousef just scowls as he turns back to the monitors. On screen, we watch as half the crowd of soldiers just outside the gate close around her. Their rifles lift up, dozens of them, and start pouring fire. Even from this distance, I can see a flash of light across Jackie’s eyes before she vanishes, disappearing from right in front of the camera. When she pops back into view, she’s holding her sword in her hand. At that same second, we watch as the barrel of every rifle that was pointed at her slides off and falls to the ground. As fast as it took us to breath once, she managed to dice the ends off of every gun pointed her way. The second the soldiers outside realize what they’re up against, they start to stagger backward. Jackie just ignores them though. Instead, she turns toward the fortress blast doors, crouches down, and digs her hands beneath it. A second later, she’s lifting, her legs bracing against the floor as she starts to lift a few tons of reinforced doorway into the air. Light starts to pour into the fortress entryway as she grunts, her muscles tensing as she heaves upward and the door locks into its open position.
The general looks at some of the guards. “Grab the girl and take her to my secured office. And take these two with you,” he snarls as he looks at me and the doc. “And have every weapon in every hall trained on the Dark Angel.”
The next thing I know, we’re being handcuffed and pushed through the halls. Every time we take a turn, there’s another hallway full of soldiers in full power armor or fully automated defense turrets pointing from the ceiling and walls. Then it’s up an elevator, and I’m honestly completely lost by the time we get pushed into a final room. It’s just a long office with a desk at the back and a screen against the wall. There are two armored guards inside, but that’s not what I care about. What I care about is the little girl who looks up at me like I’m the only thing that matters in the world. Mandy. It feels like forever since I’ve seen her. “Tommy!” she screams as one of the guards pushes me forward.
I practically go falling over my own feet as I crumble to the ground. Mandy’s right on top of me the second I do, her hands falling over me in a hug. “Tommy. You’re alright.”
“Yeah, champ. I’ve just had my hands tied,” I tell her with a smile. It’s my best effort to try and keep her calm, but I can tell she’s scared. “Don’t worry. Jackie’s coming.”
“She’s alive?”
A voice interrupts from the doorway. “Not for long,” Yousef barks as the doors close behind him. His eyes shoot to the guards. “Give me a view of what’s happening in the halls.” A second later, the screen at the back of the room comes to life. On it, we can see the twisting halls of the fortress. Turrets are firing off and rifles blasting into the air as a searing white light burns its way through the dark corridors. At one point, we see Jackie come to a stop as she stares down a whole hall of walkers who are lining both sides. A second later, she disappears, a trail of explosions erupting behind her as the arms of powered armor go blowing off and legs explode into nothing, the soldiers falling to the ground before Jackie appears again at the end of the hall.
Next to us, I can see Doc Watson grinning, even with his hands cuffed in front of him. “Incredible. Truly incredible. I never thought it possible to see this again in my life.”
“Doc,” I whisper over to him, trying to keep Yousef from getting angrier. “You said there were two others. Who were they?”
The question freezes him for a second as he stares at the screen. His smile dips as he takes a heavy breath. “The first was someone very close to me. A colleague, as it were. I remember him as if from a dream. The second . . .” He closes his eyes and shakes his head. “A terrible person who never deserved to have this kind of power.”
“A terrible person?”
“I can’t . . .” He squints hard and sucks in a deep breath. “When I try to remember, it’s as if there’s a wall in front of me that I cannot pass beyond. But I know he and my colleague knew each other. They may have even arrived at their powers in similar ways. It’s . . . difficult for me to say in any definitive terms.”
Yousef looks over at him. “What I need to know now is how we put a stop to her?”
“A stop?” His smile returns, like it never even left. “I told you when you started this, general. You’ve placed a bet against Jackie Coleman. You’ve gone all in. You’ve shown your cards. Now, she’s showing you hers.” He pauses, his smile flickering in and out as a look of anger keeps threatening to push across his face. “To be quite frank, I thought she would murder you and the rest of us in her feral state. I never assumed you would come out of this victorious. I always believed that Jackie had an ace up her sleeve that guaranteed her a victory. This though . . .” His voice trails off for a second as his eyes lock onto the screen, and he just looks completely lost in thought for a long second. “This is an unexpected development, an outcome not even I was capable of predicting.”
There’s a sudden explosion that rings through the room, the noise filtering in from outside. When the shockwave hits, the screen bursts into static as the lights around the room flicker in an out. Yousef just grits his teeth as golden energy starts to pour out of his body, his hand starting to glow so bright that it's hard to look at. “Bring me the girl!” he screams. A second later, one of the guards is walking over to us.
Mandy looks at me, her face twisting up with fear. “Tommy! Tommy, no!” As the guard’s right on top of us, I push myself onto my legs. I practically ram my whole body into him, but he’s in full body armor. I manage to knock him back a little, but he just comes down on the back of my head with the butt of his rifle. It sends me to the floor, the whole world spinning around me as I’m trying to get back onto my feet. In my ears, I can still hear Mandy’s voice screaming for me, even as I can see Yousef sweeping her into his arms and putting his palm to her head. A second later, I feel myself getting pulled onto my feet and faced toward the door, the cold end of a rifle barrel placed against the back of my skull. Next to me, even the doc’s being held at gunpoint, with all of us facing the doorway as the fortress continues to shake with explosions. The noises are getting louder and louder, until they sound like they’re right outside the entry. And that’s when everything gets dead quiet for just a second, except for the sound of footsteps right outside the room.
It's not possible to describe what dead silence sounds like. It’s just . . . an absence, like something missing. That’s what it feels like as we’re standing there. Like something’s missing. Something’s wrong. There’s something that should be there but isn’t. And that’s when a burning white light starts to dance underneath the doorway. I don’t know when it happens. To be absolutely, completely honest . . . I don’t see it when it happens. All I know is that one moment, I’m staring at a closed door. And the next moment? That door’s sliding across the ground, and I’m looking at Jackie, standing at the opposite end of the room from us and dripping with white fire that’s flowing off of her body.
Yousef growls. “Stop right there, Dark Angel. Do you hear me? Are you listening?”
Jackie takes a deep breath as she lowers her head, silver light dancing in her eyes. “Yousef, all you do is lie and tear people down. I’m tired of listening to you. You’re . . . toxic.”
“Do you really think I care what you think about me? Do you understand the situation in front of you? If you take just one step further, one of these people will die.” That’s when I see that golden color around him growing even more powerful. “Maybe the doctor. Maybe your friend, Tommy. Or maybe you want it to be the girl? I hope you understand that if you move, you will have blood on your hands.”
“No, I won’t. It’s over, Yousef.”
I don’t even see when it happens. I’m just staring at her one second, standing there like some living fire . . . and then she’s not there. Between one breath and another, I realize the guards behind me aren’t standing there anymore, either. They’re on the ground, unconscious. The wall to the side of us cracks, and it takes a second for the sound to catch up. I don’t hear actually the wall cracking until after I see Jackie there, her teeth clenched together, and her fists caught in Yousef’s palms. Her hands are trapped in his, and between the two of them, golden and white light is burning into reality. His fists are shaking as she tries to rip herself free.
“This is the best you could do, then,” he spits at her. “This the might of the Dark Angel!”
“No,” she says back to him. “That’s what’s wrong with you. You never see what others are capable of. That’s why you’ve understood what my best is.”
I’m staring at them one second, and another, the entire wall blows out. There’s just an explosion as the two of them rip through the room and back into the battlefield, the both of them spiraling through the air and plunging from stories up until they hit the ground far below us. My eyes shoot from Mandy to Doctor Watson, but all he does is motion to the giant hole in the wall. By the time we’re standing there, looking down on the field, Jackie and Yousef are already staring each other down. Golden light is flowing out of him, and white light is seeping into the air around her.
And before I can really keep track of it, the two of them launch at each other and hit with so much power that the ground beneath me rumbles. I tumble forward, my hand grabbing at the wall to brace myself as I stare at the two of them, their fists flying at each other so fast that I can’t see where one punch starts and another one ends. Staring at them, watching the energy exploding from the two of them . . . I just feel out of my weight class. I catch glimpses, like when Yousef connects and sends Jackie flying back with so much force that her feet dig through the ground. But then she’s right back at him, a trail of white fire behind her as she hits him with so much power that, even though he blocks it, it sends him tumbling backward. She’s moving fast enough that Yousef can’t completely dodge her. Now, he’s actually having to get his fists up to protect himself while she hammers at him.
It’s not just the speed that’s scary. No, what’s really scary is seeing the battleground around them tearing apart. If reality was a sheet of paper, it would be like seeing someone punching holes in it with a pen. White and golden portals of light shred through reality, like windows into Pocket Space bursting apart every time their fists connect. But every punch, every punch that I can see, somehow Yousef either brushes it away or blocks it entirely. After adapting to her speed, it doesn’t look like it matters how fast Jackie’s fists fly, because Yousef moves just as fast. And it keeps going, and going, the speed increasing to the point that I’m not sure I can even say I’m witnessing what’s happening. It’s more like I’m registering the aftermath of the punches.
This is what I think I see. Their fists connect. I know that, because I feel . . . heat, from the energy they’re giving off. The two of their fists connect with each other, and an explosion of golden and white light exploding through the air. And then Jackie screams. It’s that same, otherworldly scream I’ve heard from her before, the one that sounds like it’s halfway between human and something else. She screams, and then she moves so fast that my eyes are racing to keep up. Before I can even understand what happened, before Yousef can understand what happened, we see it. She connects, hard, finally moving with enough speed that not even he was able to get out of the way in time. Her fist clocks his jaw clean enough that we see blood fly from his mouth, but he only looks slightly staggered. He twists back toward her to return the punch. But her . . . it looks like she’s in front of him at the same time that she looks like she’s on the other side of the battlefield.
“What the hell’s happening?” I ask the doc.
“It’s . . . complicated. To use the illustration of a computer, it’s the same as if you were to view the same image in two windows. Our side of reality is referencing Jackie’s position at multiple points while she moves through Pocket Space.”
He doesn’t say anything else because that’s when we see Yousef opens his hand, that glowing beam of light collecting in his palm and threatening to fire across the field. Right then, the second before it fires off, Jackie’s got her hands wrapped up with his. Her fingers clamp down with his just as that golden beam of his explodes from his hand, but she doesn’t flinch. She just stands there, holding tight to his hand and letting the energy tear into her arm. And even from where I’m standing, I can see the skin and muscle in her hand ripping away, only to be almost instantly replaced, like the Creep in her body is so supercharged that her healing factor is running in overdrive. When the beam finally stops, Jackie lets go, and then it’s just the two of them staring each other down from inches apart.
One second I’m looking at where the two of them should be, and the next second, her and Yousef are battling again, their fists flying at a pace that no normal human should be able to maintain. Faster, and faster, the two of them oddly quiet for how intense things are getting, like they need to focus completely on beating each other. And then, with their hands moving at unbelievable speeds, there’s a slip. There’s just one moment when Yousef’s eyes go wide, and then there’s Jackie’s fist, buried in his stomach almost up to her wrist. This time it rocks him even harder than the last punch, and he doubles over, spit and blood flying from his mouth. It’s almost like the world stands still when she finally breaks through his defenses with the cleanest punch I’ve ever seen her land, the golden light around him vanishing as he goes flying backward, his feet digging through the earth as Jackie flies backward like a white hot comet.
And then there she is, hovering in the air for a split second as she pushes her palms forward. What’s behind her is what’s scary, eleven Pocket Space windows opening up at her back, their glowing white energy emptying out like some divine light. What’s strange is the way they’re positioned, like this descending tree or a massive glyph glowing at her back. The doc takes a step back, his fingers tapping at his mouth. “That’s what happened then. She’s begun to ascend the Tree of Life.”
“What? Doc, what’re you saying?”
He doesn’t answer. Instead, we watch as those windows fully open and their light starts to pour into Jackie. The fires trail down her arms and empty out in an avalanche of energy that explodes forward and just tears the fortress grounds apart. It’s like watching some gigantic laser beam cutting the world in half, and it’s all focused on Yousef. In one last split second, I see him throw his arms forward and a golden light explode around him as he’s consumed in a fire that just eats through his defenses.
And then, there he is, tumbling backward and screaming as he somehow catapults onto his feet. His shoulders are sagging and the last of his shirt burns away in white fire, his golden arm up and darting through the air as he tries to track Jackie down. But then, all at once, there she is again, at a dozen places along the battlefield, either rushing at Yousef from the air or burning along the ground, and it’s clear he doesn’t know where to aim for. The thing is, it just takes that one moment of hesitation, and then she’s in front of him. Before we can blink, her hand is in Yousef’s gut as an explosion of white fire explodes from her palm. It’s so powerful that it sends her reeling backward, but the blast absolutely tears Yousef’s body apart in an energy wave that nobody at that range would be fast enough to dodge. For once, and when it mattered most, he wasn’t fast enough.
Smoke and rubble rise up into the air, and that’s when the speed of what happened catches up to me. Jackie sent Yousef crumbling into the building, and when we look down, his body looks like a rag doll on the ground. I can only watch as she grabs him by the throat and lifts him into the air, lifting him back into the office where we’re standing before pinning him against the wall. Yousef’s clawing at her wrist, his fingers digging into her hand as she stands there, holding him still. “You think you’ve won?” he spits out. “You think this is the end?”
“I’m not listening to you anymore, Yousef.”
“Then don’t,” he fires back, his golden arm reaching out, his palm open. Energy forms between his fingers as he points his hand at her head. “I don’t think even you could survive a shot from up this close. Not if I take your head.”
“Do you really want to bet that you can shoot me? Do you think you’ll be fast enough?”
“No, not if you’re expecting it. But were you expecting this?” His wrist flicks to the right, and that beam of energy fires out. I don’t realize what’s happening until the beam fires to the side of me. For all of a split second, I really think he’s aiming to kill me, until I see it blast Mandy in the chest. The impact throws her back and sends her screaming to the floor, smoke burning off of her as a black, searing burn forms over her body. Jackie’s face glances to the side when she hears her crying, her teeth clenching at the sound, and that’s the opening Yousef needs. He flicks his hand back towards Jackie and fires, the full beam of energy blasting Jackie square in the face. His palm’s only inches from her when he fires, and she goes rocketing backward, her face burned away instantly and mangled beyond recognition. It’s sizzling as she hits the floor with a thud, burned down to just a little muscle seared against her skull.
It’s too much for me to really understand. I can barely process any of it as I drop to Mandy’s side, watching as she struggles to breathe. Her fingers are wrapping around me as she sucks in hard, fighting for air. I just scream, “You’re a monster, Yousef!”
“I’m the monster?” he barks through his sore throat, his fingers massaging at the red marks around his throat. He’s still fighting for air as he talks. “You . . . see, what Jackie was doing out there, and call me the monster? Imagine what would have happened if she’d ever lost control with a power like that. I saved us. Me! This dog needed to be put down before it destroyed the world.”
“A dog? You think you’re better because you get your power through  technology instead of the Creep?”
“It guarantees I won’t ever turn into something like her. A monster.”
“Yousef, Mandy’s . . .” I look down at her, watching her eyes rolling into the back of her head as her breathing gets shallow. “Only monsters hurt children like this.” I don’t even try looking at him again. He certainly doesn’t say anything else, and I’m too busy cradling Mandy as she cries. Against the wall, Doc Watson is staring down at Jackie’s body. He practically looks like he’s not breathing, either. Me . . . I just hold Mandy while she struggles for air, her tears burning into my chest. For a second, I look at Jackie, but it’s too much. Her face is just . . . All I can think is, that’s not her. That’s not Jackie. I can’t even recognize her anymore. That’s just how bad her face is. I can feel my chest aching as I sit feet away from her, fighting to make sense of what just happened.
But . . . then there’s this . . . slick sound. Muscle, flesh, and blood. I turn to look at Jackie again, and that’s when I see it, the skin crawling its ways down over her face again. I can actually see as muscle grows back around her skull and her skin wraps its way back around her face. It all happens in seconds, her eyes reshaping and her lips forming again. Like she didn’t just take a blast to the face. Yousef sees it too, his eyes looking crazed as he takes a step back. Jackie struggles for a second as she sits there on the floor, her arms wobbling underneath her as she pushes herself back onto her feet, her body hanging limp as she barely manages to get back onto her legs.
Her eyes shoot over to me and Mandy, her eyes searching me as she comes to an understanding of the situation. I’m covered in Mandy’s blood, and when she sees it, the silver light passes through her eyes again. She screams, and when I say she screams, I mean it feels like the walls are shaking and the vibrations are about to shatter my bones. Her face snaps around to Yousef, and she flies at him, knocking him against the wall. He bounces from hitting it so hard, flying forward and right into Jackie. She catches him by that golden arm of his and rips, metal and wires flying into the air as she tears his mechanical arm right out of the joint where it attaches. It must hurt, because Yousef’s scream sounds like a man whose just lost a real arm. A second later, Jackie’s got him by the throat again and held in the air. This time though, she cocks her arm back, and I see something I’d hoped I’d never see again. I watch the skin and muscle around her fingers pull away as her claws burst from her arm. She’s heaving as her hand tightens around his throat, and she looks like she’s about one second from disemboweling the general.
“Do it then!” he growls between choking breaths. “Finish it! It was always going to come to this. You know it was always going to come to this. You are the killer I know you to be. Be what you are, Dark Angel. Let the monster free. Show it to the world.”
There’s a long moment when the room fills with her screaming again, but the scary part is how much inhuman than human it sounds. Her clawed hand stretches out and those long claws of her grow sharper and longer, distending. But it’s her jaws, stretching and distorting. Like a Creeper’s. It looks even worse than the time she lost control in front of me, during those days we stayed at the fort together. Jackie’s shaking as she holds him, her fingers closing tighter around his throat until it sounds like he’s choking to death, his protests gurgling out of his mouth. The claws around his throat dig into his skin, until there’s blood dripping down his collar and trailing down his chest.
“Jackie.” I hear a faint whisper and look down. Mandy’s fighting just to get words out. “Mikey. Think about Mikey.” Jackie’s chest is rising and falling as she stares at Yousef, her clawed hand hesitating as she stands there. She looks ready to kill him, at least as ready as I’ve ever seen her. But then she takes a long, deep breath, and I see white fire starting to flicker off her fingers as they shrink back to normal. Her features soften again, and her eyes narrow as she stands there. It almost looks like she wants to cry. I can see her jaws shrinking back to normal and her claws narrowing back into fingers, until it’s the Jackie that I know who’s standing there again.
“You killed Mike,” she says through shuddering words. “You killed your own father and sister. You’re responsible for the deaths of thousands of brave soldiers who fought for you because they thought you had their best interests at heart. You framed the militia of Central Freedom to get us into a war with the Sha’b. Maybe I’m not as human as I used to be, Yousef, but today and for the rest of my life, I’m Jackie Coleman. That means something. It means I’m not like you. I will not murder you in cold blood, because the only monster in this room is the one who sent thousands to die for no reason at all. They deserve justice, not just revenge. They certainly don’t need me killing you so I can take their revenge for them. No. Their families, Yousef, deserve justice. And they’ll get it, when you stand trial in Central Freedom. So the people can decide what happens to you. All I know is that I won’t be the one to kill you.”
She lets go of his neck, and he drops to the floor, collapsing into a heap as he coughs and struggles for air. After that, Jackie just stands there for a minute, taking a deep breath before turning back to us. She looks at the doc, the two of them exchanging nods. Then she takes a knee beside me and puts an arm on my shoulder, her other hand squeezing Mandy’s arm. “Come on. It’s time we save our friends.”
“Jackie,” I tell her. “We’re hours away from Central. How do we move a whole army back? How do we . . .” I wipe at my face and try to not lose it. “Dodger. She’s back there, right? How do we save Dodger?”
She looks down at me, and her eyes . . . They’re full of silver light, and she just looks and sounds perfectly calm as she says, “The doc will take care of Mandy. But you, Tommy . . . I need you with me. Come with me, Tommy, into one last fight.”




Dodger’s Recording 26
A bullet passes right through Yasmine’s leg, and I must hear her scream at almost the same second. I watch as she crumbles onto the floor at the same time that she’s trying to keep her rifle leveled and firing into the crowd. I’m trapped in a crowd, watching as she’s screaming, blood pouring out of her leg and onto the pavement. I don’t have time to fight my way through, and my hand goes above the crowd, tractor pad firing from my glove and whipping me out of the fight. My legs hit the building wall and push me off, my body crashing into the street. I barely tuck into a roll, avoiding most of the pain and instantly going back into a sprint. One of the soldiers tries to jump in front of me, but I drop beneath the butt of his rifle before he can do anything. Then I’m back at his jaw with my own gun, cracking him in the mouth and sending him sprawling out on the floor, which gives me enough time to drop to Yasmine’s side. Some of my people turn around the sides of barriers and debris, giving me some cover while I grab at her.
“Get out of here!” she screams. “I’ll slow you down. You have to defend the Green Zone.”
“I’m not fighting for the zone with you lying dead out here,” I scream back at her as I put my arm around her back. “Now get up.”
“Dodger . . .”
“I said do it, Yasmine!”
She nods, gritting her teeth as my legs press against the pavement. The blood pouring out of her leg is seeping into my pants as I help her limp on, the clear whizzing of bullets ringing in my ears as pieces of pavement go breaking apart around me. The militia keeps firing back, giving me just enough time to pull Yasmine far back enough. In one hand, I’ve got my rifle, and in my other arm, I’ve got my hand underneath Yasmine’s shoulders. She’s grunting the whole time I drag her back, the two of us dropping beneath a concrete barrier at the gates of the Zone. As we collapse onto the floor, my eyes circle the sky, the huge arch of the gate looming behind us as we take a second to breathe.
“Thank you,” she tells me with a huff. She wastes no time as she starts pouring biofoam into the wound. “I don’t think it got anything important.”
“Good. I need you with me, Yasmine. So we can finish this fight.”
She peeks around the corner, and I look around with her. The road leading east away from the Zone is packed with soldiers returning fire, hiding behind armored transports or the few tanks that were left behind in Central. She grunts as she leans around the corner with her rifle, firing at the enemy before return fire starts dancing toward us. We both tuck behind the barrier and hold tight as bullets rock the concrete, the barrier chipping away into pieces that go flying through the air above us. When I open my eyes, it’s in time to see one of the concrete walls surrounding the Zone go exploding into the sky. “Tank!” I scream as I watch men and women go falling to the ground, the impact scattering people around the street. Behind them, cracks form along the enclosure around the Zone, threatening to send panels of broken glass falling down on everyone. The sound of the explosion feels like something filling my ears, but it’s replaced by this long ringing. In the haze and smoke that’s moving over the ground, I see everyone looking like they’re about to lose their minds. It’s like they’re finally understanding that it’s the last push. There won’t be any second chances.
Yasmine looks up at me, and she looks like she’s in pain but sad at the same time. “We’re not going to pull out of this one, are we?”
“We’re not done yet,” I tell her with a smile. “But if it was our last fight, I think I’d tell you thanks for always believing in me, Yasmine.”
“Dodger. You know you were one of my best friends.”
“You were one of mine, too. But remember, this isn’t our final fight together, alright? Let’s just fight as if it was.”
“Sister and sister. Back to back.” She nods and squeezes my arm. “I’m right there with you, Dodger.”
Another explosion blows apart a wall further along the sidewalk, and I start shouting into my earpiece. “All channels, hold your positions. We have family and friends behind the walls of the Green Zone. Those are people you love. From 110th south to 59th Street, keep fighting until you don’t have anything left. Let’s hurt that Golden Jackal so bad he regrets stepping foot inside of our city.”
Yasmine grabs hold of her rifle and grits her teeth. “Take us to the end, Dodger.”
“Until Tower’s end.” I lift myself over the barrier, rifle sitting on its lip as I start firing at the crowds of soldiers starting to pour out from between the buildings that line 5th Avenue. It’s not much of a distance, maybe about the width of two buildings. A kid could run that distance in a minute. But for just one second, we’re able to hold them back. With every gun lining the walls firing, we’re pouring bullets into crowds that are all bottled up in narrow streets. The problem’s that there are so many walkers out there, and we might slow them for a few minutes, but we don’t stop them. Armored carriers erupt onto the avenue, soaking up fire but only stopping when we send waves of grenades rolling at them. The whole street goes exploding into flames, and for all of a second, a lot of us probably think we’ve stopped them. Then, a second later, we’re being fired back on as soldiers take shots at us from inside those transports while others fire from around the sides of the vehicles. They start to form a wall of their own on the other side of the avenue, a wall that protects them long enough to send back some heavy fire. I see militia members down the walls of the Zone snapping back to the ground and mists of blood bursting into the air, bodies sprawling out on the pavement. Between watching everyone dying around me, I somehow manage to find that one tank, making its way between the lines of buildings but trapped in the crowds of soldiers coming at us. I just think, that has to be the one firing on us. “That tank will wreck shop when it gets here. We need to keep it from getting this far.”
“How?”
“We were saving our grenade launchers, but there’s nothing left to save them for. This is it.” I duck beneath the barrier and put my hand to my head as I’m motioning to one of my people on the scaffolding lining the walls. We lock eyes as I’m screaming at him, “If that tank reaches the Zone then we’re finished. Our grenades won’t take out that tank, but we can make those armored transports a barrier. Use what’s left of our grenade rounds to tear them apart and then tell all our grenadiers at the gates to do the same.”
“Yes, sir.”
Yasmine looks over to me. “What are we doing?”
“Making sure the street’s so packed that the tank can’t reach us. Slow it down . . . then we try to get in a few good hits underneath the treads. Might get a win out of it.”
Almost like they’re reading my mind, I watch as militia men along the wall haul up the few grenade launchers we have and fire. At short range, without much distance between the walls and those transports, the grenades pack a ton of firepower. Vehicles all along the street go blowing apart. I watch people diving away as balls of fire go roaring into the sky and the sides of the transports open up in twisted metal and fire. The second they do, I pull my gun back over the edge and start firing, picking off people from the crowds but feeling like I’m getting nothing done. Every person that goes falling to the floor is replaced almost a second later, and the barrel of my rifle’s just dancing left and right, firing constantly but not putting a dent into the invasion. That’s when I realize the enemy is in a full sprint, charging the walls. For a second, they’re mowed down as our defenders fire back at them, but every soldier that gets sent sprawling is replaced right after. It’s an endless flood as they charge, and they’re seconds from us when I swing out from behind the barrier. For a few seconds, my eyes are staring down my rifle barrel and squeezing off one round after another, Yasmine backing me up along with every militia member who’s still guarding the walls.
But then we’re swarmed. It’s like we’re literally drowning in soldiers, and again I’m having to fight, hand to hand, the butt of my rifle cracking jaws and popping people in the chest. Some of the soldiers get picked off by rifle rounds and others get into fist fights with the defenders out in front of the gate. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Yasmine force herself onto her feet, her knife out and driving it into someone’s thigh. A second later though, her bad leg gives out underneath her as someone collapses down on her body.
“Yasmine!” I scream just before I feel a fist clock me across the face. The punch is so real, so intense, that I immediately taste blood under my tongue. I see the drops of blood from my mouth on the pavement as I’m forced to a knee, my hand barely planting against the ground and saving me from going face first into the street. My hand flies up from my hip, my sidearm coming up in my palm and firing into the stomach of the soldier in front of me. Then I’m swinging it in half circles, taking out everyone I can that’s coming at me, including putting a shot into the side of the attacker that’s hovering over Yasmine. I’ve barely gotten the shot off when someone knocks into me from behind.
I’m back on my hands and knees when Yasmine goes rising up, her knife sliding into the stomach of the soldier that’s leaping at us, blood seeping over her hand as she pushes him to the ground. He goes tumbling aside, and I’m immediately on top of him, my hands grabbing at his rifle and firing upward into the circle of soldiers that are closing in on our position. There are a lot of dead men in seconds, a crowd of bodies falling to the ground. One comes down on me, lifeless, and before I can push off, another comes crashing down on us. I scream as I try to push up, only to have one of our militia members fall back onto the pile, his arm stretched out as he fires his sidearm into the crowds. Rifle fire tears through his chest, his blood painting my face as he collapses lifeless on top of the pile, men and women collapsing onto it as they brace themselves and fire back into the enemy. Suddenly, I’m struggling to breath as the circle around us tightens and more people collapse backward, everything constricting until I’m covered in blood and dying soldiers. Yasmine spots me struggling to push the weight off, and she rushes to defend me. She launches off on her one good leg, but she’s caught in the air by somebody and thrown back down. Yazzie collapses onto the pile already lying on top of me, and I can feel the air shoved out of my mouth. Everything’s too heavy. There are too many bodies, and all I can do is stare up into the red clouds above us as I struggle to breathe.
Yasmine rolls off of the pile, her hand swinging out with her knife, only to have it knocked away. She’s swinging for her attacker half a second later, but her shoulder suddenly whips back as blood explodes into the air. Her fingers are grabbing for her shoulder as she collapses backward, blood flowing down her arm as she pushes back up with one leg. “Yasmine,” I try to say through the pile of bodies. “Yasmine, stay down!” But she’s on her feet as another soldier raises his rifle and fires at her, a single bullet flying out of the back after passing through her stomach, stomach, blood splattering the pavement as she clutches at her belly.
My eyes go wide as she falls to her knees, her body twisting sideways as her blood loss finally catches up with her. There’s just this . . . this long second when she’s still on her knees before she finally tips over, falling so quick that she doesn’t even try to brace herself. The sound of her face hitting the pavement makes me wince, her body twisted in directions it shouldn’t as she lies, face down on the ground, and all I can do is stare at her. Still, even with as much injury as she’s taken, I can see life in her eyes. Somehow, she manages to smile at me, even if she can’t say anything else. I don’t have the breath to say anything either, but I smile back, even as I’m feeling my eyes burning and watering up. Honestly, I’m just glad that she knows I’m there with her. Even with more bodies falling dead around us, at least we have that.
That’s when both of us hear something.
Somewhere above us, there’s a noise. It’s this deep, thundering horn. It’s like listening to the trumpet of God. That’s honestly how loud it feels as it echoes through the city. It’s deep and bone rattling, and there’s just one second when I think I must be hallucinating. Like . . . is that what people feel right before they die? At the same time, this bright light suddenly starts tracing the ground, moving across the street until it settles on us, like some huge spotlight shining down from heaven. Somewhere around us, I can hear someone from Fort silence screaming, “The golden horn? It’s the golden horn!”
That’s when I see the clouds swirling in a vortex as a huge silhouette descends out of the sky, so big that it fills the air. It’s massive, probably the biggest thing I’ve ever seen in my life. It’s . . . a ship. The lights on its sides and at its nose shine down on the battlefield, crossing us as it searches the ground. I don’t know what to think or say, but it feels like the fight stops as everyone looks up at the sky. I hear another voice screaming, “The Dynamis. Report to President Dravic. It’s the Dynamis.”
I’ve never seen it before personally, but hearing that . . . I suck in one last, deep breath as I pull myself out from underneath the pile of bodies stacked on top of me. With everyone distracted by this enormous ship that’s pushing clouds out of the way while it drops out of the sky, I just . . . breathe. I breathe, and then I reach over to hold Yasmine’s hand as the two of us just stare upward, wondering what comes next. And that’s when I hear a voice in my ear. Someone I know. “Central Freedom Militia.” It’s Jackie. “Central Freedom has existed for seven hundred years. You are going to make sure it stands for another hundred more. Hold your ground for a little while longer. You’re not in this fight alone. Not anymore.”
As we look up toward the ship, we see explosions igniting from the outside hull. They’re not guns though. There aren’t any bullets or missiles firing, and we don’t see explosions hitting the ground. Instead, we see lights, like stars falling out of the sky. They cut through the air, falling to the earth and with one light burning so bright, it’s almost hard to look directly at it. It literally hits like a meteor, thundering into the ground with so much raw power that the street craters out beneath it. When it does, white fire goes flaring out as a shockwave ripples along the ground, sending half the crowd along the avenue tumbling to their knees. The whole world shakes as more streaking lights slam into the street, leaving huge, armored bodies standing there. It’s these giant figures holding rifles as big as men and with blades strapped underneath their gauntlets.
But it’s the person standing in the middle of the fire that I recognize. Jackie, with no armor, just a white jumpsuit and her sword in her hand. All eyes are on her as she’s standing there. Still, even with all that pressure, she looks over her shoulder and spots me out of the corner of her eye. I can see her smile before she looks forward again, her arm holding her sword up as white fire wraps its way around it, the light surrounding the blade cutting through the darkness. “DEC two, spread out and take the avenue. The rest of the Vanguard, you’re with me.”
And then she’s rushing forward, her sword trailing behind her as she dashes into the crowd, her legs sending her skyward in a leap that’s impossible to believe. Over the front line she goes, the armored troopers around her crashing through the crowds. Their massive shoulders send men and women flying backwards, and their huge, gloved hands lift soldiers right off of the ground. Gun fire starts to erupt from every soldier from Fort Silence, all rifles trained on the gigantic fighters that are tearing through the lines. One of those giants, in particular, stands out. She’s right at Jackie’s side the whole way, her helmet like a death’s head mask and her chest decorated with the symbol of a goddess. Her huge fists pummel men to the ground, and the walkers from the fort go crumbling to the floor as her hands throw them aside like they’re dolls.
But at the center of it all is Jackie, moving like a dancer. She twists beneath rifle barrels and slides away from clenched fists, her sword slicing the limbs off of powered armored while her legs and fists hit with enough force that soldiers go slumping to the ground. At the rear lines, she must see the tank, because she leaps up from the crowd, spiraling toward one of the buildings. The barrel of that tank elevates and fires at her, the energy blast ripping into the wall and sending concrete and steel flying into the crowds. Jackie’s already gone though, her body circling above the street as she flies forward, her sword stretching outward as she plunges toward the tank. She slides across the front of it, her blade slicing the turret off of without any trouble.
Then she’s on the ground, her hands underneath the front of the vehicle as she lifts up. She must be stronger than I’ve ever seen, because the tank goes flipping backward without any effort, soldiers tumbling out of the way to avoid being crushed. And then she’s gone. She just vanishes, completely disappearing as she moves faster than I can see. Seconds later, soldiers are crumbling to the floor, totally knocked out, before she reappears again at the end of the street. It takes her troops just a few seconds to catch up to her, and then it’s her and her . . . her Vanguard, all of them staring down the road at the soldiers further down the road. And then they’re charging, cutting a way out of the Green Zone for us.
Yasmine grabs me by the arm. “Dodger . . . This is it. I can’t move, but . . . you need to lead us out of here. There are still people fighting at the other gates. You still need to make sure everyone’s safe, from 110th to 59th.”
It takes me a second to look back down at her and nod. She’s right, after all. There’s still fighting going  on for miles around the Green Zone. Even above us, I can see that gigantic ship beginning to fire down, raining destruction across Dravic’s forces. I motion at some of the men still guarding the gates and point toward Yazzie. They’re immediately running toward her. “They’re going to take care of you, Yaz. I’m going to take care of the rest.”
She smiles. “I know. Go kick ass.”




Tommy’s Recording 41
As we’re standing outside the office of the president, I take a glance over at Jackie. She looks so different yet completely the same, all at once. She looks back at me and smiles. “What?”
“Just thinking about how far we’ve come,” I tell her.
Jackie lowers her voice to almost a whisper. “We can think about it later. You need to do this.”
“Jackie,” I whisper back. “You’re the one who’s done all the fighting. You should be the one who goes inside and takes Dravic out.”
“It can’t happen that way.”
“I don’t get it. Why not?”
“Because you’re the one who’s been spending months trying to keep the city together. You’re the one who spent half his time in Central working with Branagh to make this a better place. When the fighting’s over, the city’s going to need leaders. People who can take Central Freedom into the future. That’s you, Tommy. You’re the one. If I go in there and do this, it just looks like another fighter or person from the military taking out a politician again.”
She looks over her shoulder at the militia men standing a few feet behind us. They’re all staring, wondering what’s the holdup, but she keeps talking. “They need to know that there’s more to Central than one political coup right after another. They need to know the next political leader is someone they can trust, someone who’s going to do the right thing for all of Central. Not just the military. They need to know the city runs by the rule of law. But I need to know too, Tommy. I need to know that when I put my sword down, the city can keep running based on laws and good people. You can make sure both of those things happen, just like Branagh tried to do. That’s why you need to arrest Dravic.”
“When’d you become such a good speech giver, Jackie?”
“Sometime between when I died the first and second time. At least the second time wasn’t as painful.”
“You’re going to give me the rundown on what happened back at Fort Silence, right?”
“Sure, after you do your job, Mr. President.”
I shake my head and look away, my cheeks burning hot as I put my hand to the sensor plate next to the door. A second later, the door slides away, revealing the inside of Branagh’s office. We immediately see as Yousef shoves his chair away from the desk, his teeth gritting as he watches me walk into the office. Jackie’s just behind me, and the militia force is just steps behind her. Yousef snarls but manages to smile as he says, “What is this illegal use of force I see in front of me?”
“Representative Dravic,” I tell him, refusing to give him the pleasure of calling him president. “I am placing you under arrest on charges of treason, conspiracy to murder President Branagh, and conspiracy to murder members of both the Advisory and War Councils.”
“On whose authority, Thomas?”
“On my authority, as acting interim president of Central Freedom.”
He scoffs. “When did you fall into that position?”
“I was the adviser to the president, consulting on all matters military and political. I might have been pretty far down the chain of command, but you murdered everyone else in that chain. That left me as the last speaking representative for both the Advisory and War Councils still present in Central Freedom. Or, like I told you . . . interim president.”
“I don’t recognize your authority in this office, Thomas.”
“It doesn’t matter whether you do or not recognize it, Representative Dravic. I’m placing you under arrest.”
“What. With your so-called Angel?”
“The Angel is an extra-military agent working in conjunction with the militia of Central Freedom, but she is not authorized under the city charter to arrest members of the body politic.” I toss a look over my shoulder to the militia members behind me. “But under the authorization of force granted to the militia of Central Freedom, militia members are authorized to perform arrests of those suspected of a crime. You, representative, are suspected of a crime, based on video surveillance and witness testimony. You are free to protest these charges at your trial.”
I can see his face burning red as he stares at us, his cheeks puffing as he tries to hold back a scream. “You hide yourself behind political rhetoric and citations of law that are meaningless. I am the president. This is an illegal seizure of power.” He looks past me, to the militia. “And all of you will be held accountable when I’m freed. Do you hear me? Or do you think that your lives will be spared when I have my revenge for this illegal coup?”
It’s sad to see him standing there, a lot of threats but with no power. I look at him and shake my head. “Representative Dravic. Who in the Advisory Council will you go to for political support now that you’ve killed them all?” And when I say it, his eyes go wide, a mad fire burning in them. His hand flies to his hip, a sidearm whipping up to fire at us. I’m just faster. My hand flies to my side and quickly brings up my gun before he can fire. I get off the first shot and catch him in the shoulder, throwing his aim off and forcing him to fire into the ground. The second he grabs at his arm in pain, I run forward, my legs pushing off as my hands brace against the desk, propelling me over to his side before he can fire another round. My legs whip toward him and my boots clock him across the face. That sends Dravic flying back against the wall, blood pouring from his nose before he goes crumbling to the ground. It’s not more than a few seconds more before the militia has surrounded him. Dravic screams as they latch the cuffs around his wrists, his barking and spit flying at me.
“Representative Dravic,” I tell him. “You are now accused of attempted murder of the interim president of Central Freedom. I wouldn’t add any more charges to your sentence.” His eyes lock with mine, the fire disappearing from them as his head drops. The militia pulls him to his feet and starts to lead him out of the room, while I just hang back and watch for a second. Jackie looks over at me and smiles.
“You’re a really good fighter, but you’re also an amazing legal speaker. I get why Branagh wanted you to work with him.”
“I don’t know. I just want to know he’s proud of me.”
“I’m sure he is, Tommy. No . . . I know he is.”




Jackie’s Recording 41
After we arrest Dravic, there’s a lot to do, and it all happens pretty quick. I almost can’t really wrap my head around how fast it goes. When I took Yousef out, the troops from Fort Silence gave up pretty quickly. That’s how I was able to commandeer the Dynamis for our attack on Central Freedom and get some replacement suits running for the DEC troopers. Then, with Dravic out of the picture, what little part of the militia was loyal to him surrendered. After that, we had to round up the inner circles. Dravic kept a few political aids and well positioned militia commanders in his pocket, and Yousef’s circle of generals had to be brought in. Fortunately, the Fort Silence military wasn’t willing to keep fighting the combined forces of Central Freedom and the Sha’b without Yousef. Not to mention, a lot of them felt a lot like Kali . . . like Yousef had been going too far for too long. We shifted the Sha’b into Fort Silence so they could inventory the hardware and bring it under our control. Erin was more than a little happy to be the one who took lead on that. That left the soldiers at Fort Silence basically under his command for the meantime, and with Raiders manning the hardware, I felt fine leaving them on their own until we could patch up relations between them and Central.
Back home, things were a little more complicated. At Fort Silence, there was a top-down, authoritarian power structure, so leaving Erin and his aides in control was fine. At home, we were supposed to have a representative government, which meant we’d need all the districts to vote in who they’d want next to stand up for them. If you think about all the stuff she did for the community while she was out of the militia, then it shouldn’t be a surprise that Dodger was immediately voted in by emergency vote for her district. Then there was Tommy, who was filling the president’s role. Past all of that, there weren’t many clear leaders. Representative Tan, who’d managed things in Second Freedom, was more than happy to return to Central to help rebuild the government, so we had at least him on board to lend Tommy some legitimacy. Still, we needed to get an Advisory Council assembled, so one of the first actions Tommy took was to order local leaders to set up voting stations. In the meantime, he became the person making all the decisions. I knew he hated it, because he felt like he was stealing it from Branagh, but he was also the right one for the job.
Then there was the problem of the War Council. With all of the generals dead, Tommy needed people to give him military advice, but he was understandably suspicious. I mean, it’s not as if the whole militia put its weight behind the president even at the best of times. So, Tommy went right to the one person he did think he could trust . . . Colonel Martin. Martin might have distrusted me at first and disliked Tommy from the start, but he also threw all his support behind Dodger and the defense of Central Freedom. So, Tommy promoted him to general and basically told him to get to work remaking the War Council. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that good leaders know how to delegate.
Then there were all the injured. Sha’b, militia members, Fort Silence soldiers . . . we pooled together all of our medical supplies from every source we could. That also meant me emptying the last of my resources from High Point Waystation. John put it all together, and I shipped it in by Pocket Space, the exact same way I’d learned how to rain down dozens of missiles on an enemy. Except, this time, it all got laid out neatly on tables in Central Prime’s warehouse. I still had to honor my promise to Erin though and get his people out of Highpoint, so Tommy put together a team of people he trusted to get the prisoners I’d been keeping there. After more than a year of housing the people I’d captured while fighting the Tank, the prisoners were coming home. It was a brand new world they’d be coming back to though, one where the Sha’b had a home and didn’t have to worry about scavenging for food. I only hoped they had it in their hearts to cut me some slack for our past fights, not to mention keeping them locked up for so long.
But the hardest part . . . the hardest part of it all was . . . taking care of our dead. Regardless of who died fighting for what side, I wanted them buried the right way. It was impossible to tell who was fighting for Fort Silence because they were bloodthirsty killers and who was fighting for them because . . . well, because that’s just where life put them, and they trusted the general. Or, like Kali told me, because they were scared of what would happen if they didn’t fight. We were going to have to make a future together with Fort Silence and the Sha’b, and that meant burying old grudges. For every accusation we could make at the soldiers from Fort Silence, the Sha’b could make similar ones of us. There wasn’t any good way to move forward unless we buried our dead, together. So, that’s what we did. Hundreds of bodies, gathered together and buried across the river, on the shores of what they say was once called Liberty Park.
There’s a huge statue out there, in the river, of a woman holding a torch above her head. And, on this plaque inside the base of the statue, there’s a poem that says, “Give me your tired, your poor, Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.” Honestly, I think that describes all of us right now. And, I guess it’s fitting that we buried our dead at the park there, since in one way or another, we were all working to free humanity from the curse of the last five hundred years. I know some people want me to be angrier at the soldiers from Fort Silence for what they did . . . but then I’d have to be angry at the Sha’b for what they did to Central Freedom, and angry at the militia for what they did to the Sha’b. There was a lot of killing, and the only way I could think of moving forward was by forgiving people and making sure we never repeated the past.
Because once upon a time, we did something that ruined this world. And then, between the Sha’b, Central Freedom, and Fort Silence, we were on the verge of destroying the last real city that humanity has. We didn’t, because some really brave men and women died to make sure we survived. But freedom doesn’t come cheap. It needs blood and sacrifice, and I didn’t appreciate just how hard it is to have freedom when you let fear infect your way of thinking. When that happens, you attack first and ask questions later. You just lash out at anyone who’s not a part of your circle. That’s how humanity ends up dead.
Every man, woman, and child paid a price because we couldn’t just do what President Branagh said we should have done in the first place. We didn’t talk. Instead, we took the bait that Dravic and Yousef laid out there. The thing is, they may have tempted us to go to war, but we went along with our own human nature and took the worst route possible. Even me, when I arrived in Central . . . I was ready to fight any Sha’b out there because I thought every single one of them was just a bloodthirsty killer. The truth was that I was trying to prove I was fighting for the right thing. I was anxious to prove that I wasn’t a monster. And, I was so scared of what I’d done at Highpoint Waystation, I ended up making a lot of bad decisions.
So, like I said . . . we all paid a price for giving into our natures.
That includes Mike, who paid the ultimate price for this senseless war we fought.
When I knock on Cynthia’s door, she hasn’t heard yet. It’s not long after I’ve gotten back to Central and  we’ve made Dravic’s arrest. Mandy hasn’t even gotten home from the hospital yet, which isn’t surprising considering how Yousef hurt her. So, I’m the first at the door, standing in my white jumpsuit. Just a figure in her doorway. And . . . she looks at me, and she doesn’t say anything at first, right? Maybe it’s something in my face, or my eyes . . . but she gasps and looks away, her hands covering her mouth. It’s been a month since she’s heard from Mike, so I know she’s been torturing herself worrying about him. The sight of me, though . . . She knows immediately why I’m there. “No, no, no . . .” she says as she walks away from the door. “Don’t say it.”
“Cynthia . . .”
“Jackie. Don’t. Please.”
I just stand there for a second before I step inside. Then I close the door behind me and wait. She’s already crying. It’s soft, but I can hear it from a few feet away. Soon, she turns around, her fingers wiping at her eyes. “Just get it done.”
When I open my mouth, it’s like I’ve suddenly forgotten every word I rehearsed on my way over there. My mouth goes dry, and it’s not until I take in a deep breath that I manage to say, “He died a hero. Saving Central Freedom. He died to protect you and Mandy.” She doesn’t say anything as she stands there, her hands covering her face. “Mike was a hero.”
“And . . . how did it happen.”
“He used all of his power to destroy the Northwest Creep Colony. He used his powers to bring it down. From what I understand on the recordings he left behind and the data he recorded, Yousef was planning to trigger the colony into overrunning Central. I think Yousef planned to wiped out just enough of the militia that he could have just taken the city without needing Dravic anymore.” She sucks in a deep breath as she lets out a single, loud cry. All I can do is lower my head out of respect. “He did, uh . . . he did leave you a message.”
“Can I hear it?”
“Of course,” I tell her as I step up to her, my finger working at the slimmed down control panel on my jumpsuit’s wrist. A second later, a message begins to broadcast out of the speaker. Even I find it hard to keep it together when I hear him. Mike.
“Hi Cynthia,” he says. “Leaving this behind because I think I’ve really gotten in over my head. Left a message for Jackie and the crew, but wouldn’t feel right saying my goodbyes without saying one to you, you know? Just mean . . . I needed to tell you one last time, you know? One last time that I love you.” When he says that, her head snaps to the floor as her hands suddenly go to her mouth. “And it sucks, you know, thinking that I won’t get to see you in the morning anymore. Won’t get to see Mandy growing up. Never get to hang out at the park with you two again. Just, feeling good about coming home and seeing you . . . Won’t have that anymore. But I love you, and if I’m going out, then the last thing I’m doing is making sure Yousef can’t hurt you. I’m sure Jackie will fill you in on the details. I’d rather just use my last couple of moments telling you how much you meant to me. How much you’ll always mean to me. You know, it’s like you taught me . . . there’s more to life, even after we’re gone. So, I’ll be waiting for you, in the next life. I’ll be thinking about you until I see you again. So, stay strong, and tell Mandy I love her, too. I love you both, just, more than I thought I was even capable of. Live life like you taught me to live it. To the best, every day. Be happy. I love you.”
And then it’s over, and Cynthia’s crying into her hands . . . and I just lean into her and wrap her up in mine. And, no matter how much I try to hold it back . . . I cry too. I cry with her in that empty apartment.
I couldn’t tell you for how long.
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Symbols mean something.
That’s something I’ve learned.
The day we bury the dead, I show up in my full armor. It’s Tommy’s call, but I do make a few changes. I show up without the helmet, and the armor’s polished white now. It’s a fair compromise. The bodies are buried ahead of time. There’s just too many of them. But, a tribute’s set over the place where they Anyway, I must watch . . .  tens of thousands of bodies lowered into the ground. But, they do carve a beautiful statue to put there on the grounds, of three soldiers, each one representing someone from the Sha’b, from Fort Silence, and from Central.
Before the burial, I show up with Tommy, who’s acting as president. We’re not there alone. General Martin, Representative Tiffany Anne, and Representative Michael Tan are all there. So are the four leaders from the Sha’b whose dead are buried there, along with the militia and soldiers from Fort Silence. Erin Donoghue, Marc Lopez, Ashanti Bonsu, and Ned Lancaster. Before the ceremonies start, I find Kali at the base of the statue, crying.
I just ask her three words. “Are you alright?”
“Belinda’s gone,” she tells me as she stands there, with no armor and just wearing her dress uniform, her body wrapped deep inside of her jacket. Her hand plants against the base of the statue as she tries to hold back from screaming out of her pain. “I just need to be alone.”
“I understand. I’ll be here when you need me.”
So, I leave her alone and wait until things get started. When they do, all the leaders, me included, sit on stage. Father O’Connor commemorates the dead, giving a sermon about the importance about fighting for what we believe in and the cost of peace. Priests. In the Tower, we never had them. All we believed in there was the Builders. Out here . . . Mike believed in something more, something after this life. He learned that from Cynthia. I spot her in one of the front rows, her arm wrapped around Mandy, who’s got her face buried in her sister’s arms.
As I’m sitting there, listening to some guy I’ve never met talking about faith and the afterlife . . . I don’t know what to think. I’ve seen amazing things, things that don’t make sense. I know dimensions exist outside this one. But sitting there, listening to the idea that something else exists after we die . . . I don’t know how to take it. I’m not sure whether I believe it or not. That’s not something you just make a decision on overnight. What I know’s that there are a lot of people there who do believe. That’s what matters to me, and that’s why I’m fine sitting through that part of the memorial.
When Tommy goes up to speak, I can relate a little more. “The people we bury today,” he starts, “Were our neighbors. Our friends. Our family. The people we loved. They gave their lives for the causes they believed in. Maybe we don’t always agree with each other. Maybe sometimes we fight for causes that aren’t clear. And maybe, sometimes, we’re just deceived into fighting with each other because that’s what we’re best at.”
He raises his head up, his sharp features cutting against the sky as he looks over the crowd. “But they gave their lives for us. For us to be here. And now, we have a chance to create a better future out of their sacrifices. No matter what side they were on, I believe the men and women who are buried here, today, wanted peace for the future. Some of them were born into the harshest circumstances imaginable, scraping by just to survive in the Deadlands. Others were conscripted almost from birth, chosen to be soldiers before they knew the meaning of the word. Still others volunteered because they thought the cause was right. Yet others were innocents, who never wanted a part of war and were just  caught up in this tragic conflict. All we can do today is honor their sacrifices and promise them that we will make a better tomorrow from what they gave us. And let’s not mistake what they gave us. They gave their lives so the people they love could live. The least we owe them is a promise that we will take advantage of the gift of life that they gave us.”
It's a cold day in winter when we say goodbye to over twenty-eight thousand, nine hundred family and friends. They’re spread over an area a few miles long, their final resting place looking out over the river and a state that’s symbolized liberty and freedom for almost a thousand years.
“Let us never forget this amazing gift they gave us,” Tommy says, looking out over a crowd of thousands of people that stretch into the park, his voice broadcasting from his mic and out of the speakers lining the parkways. “They were the best of us. The best of humanity. Let’s honor their sacrifices. Together, as one people. Until Tower’s end.”
Maybe he says it instinctually. It’s the way those of us from the Tower have said goodbyes and ended prayers since we were kids. But when he says it, there’s just a delay until everyone repeats it: “Until Tower’s end.” And then we sit against the shoreline, listening as the military bugles play in honor of the dead. All I can do is sit and breathe, my fists tightening as I try to keep myself under control. While I try not to cry. Because, the second it’s all over? The second Tommy stops . . . we’re swarmed. There are hundreds of people who leave, but hundreds more who push toward the stage. And I can see the militia commanders in attendance being surrounded by people who know them. I can see Tommy being circled by soldiers who put their trust in him and are looking for hope.
And I can also see them pushing toward me. Men and women. Wives who are crying over their dead husbands. Husbands who are holding their heads and trying to keep from screaming over their dead wives. Sons and daughters, mourning their lost parents. Brothers and sisters, crying about their dead siblings. Some of them fall into my arms. Others just bury their faces into my shoulders. Others wrap their arms around me. And . . . all I can do is hold one of them after another, telling them it will be okay. Letting them know that the people they loved sacrificed themselves for something good. They died for them, for the people they cared about.
When I grew up in the Tower, I watched movies and read books about heroes. Some of them were just normal people. Others had powers, like superpowers. They fought, and they beat villains. They saved people and cities. The thing is, you always saw the survivors, but . . . the stories never talked about the people who died during those fights. The hundreds, or thousands, who died because they didn’t have the powers those heroes had. They were just innocent people caught in the crossfire. Some were police or soldiers who never stood a chance in the fight. They were never going to make it. But the stories don’t talk about them.
The stories don’t tell you what it’s like when a woman you’ve never met is pounding your chest and begging to know why her husband died in the battle. The stories don’t tell you about what it’s like to have no answers, because you never even met the guy. The stories don’t say anything about a man with his head in your arms, tears running down his face as he asks you why you didn’t save his daughter when you have so much power.
You can have all the power humanity’s ever seen, but you’re still human. You can’t save everyone. But you can do your best. And, after it’s all over, you have to keep doing your best to comfort the people who’re left behind. Because you’re human. And in a world like this, with the Creep . . . no. No, the Creep has nothing to do with it. Death has always been a part of life, a long time before the Creep was here. Death has always been with us, as long as we’ve been human. So, in a world like we’ve always had, we need to be kind to each other. To be there for each other. Because all of this? Life? It’s all over a lot faster than we think it’s going to be. A lot faster than we’d want.
I wish I could see Mike again.
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“Symbols mean something.”
That’s what Tommy tells me as he latches the golden chain around my neck, the heavy white Mantle Victoriam hanging near my shoulders and down my back. “I know Tommy, it’s just . . .”
“The Mantle Victoriam is an honor dating back to Central Freedom’s earliest days. It’s an honor. Besides all of that, it’s been a couple of days since the funeral. The people need to something to inspire them after everything they’ve gone through. Who better than the Angel of Freedom?”
“That, right there, is the worst nickname they’ve come up with since I got here,” I tell him. “At least Heavy Metal has a nice ring to it.”
“And the Vanguard will always call you by that, but the people of Central are always going to think of you as the Angel. If you’re not going to be the Dark Angel anymore, they’re still going to call you the Angel of Freedom, or just the Angel. Can’t deny the will of the people, Jackie.”
“I wouldn’t even try anymore.”
He walks up in front of me and gives me a shove. “Hey. How is the girl who tore apart an army and saved humanity’s last city going to act shy just because she has to give a speech?”
“The only reason I’m even going to do it is because you’re going first.”
“I have to. I’m the president. You’re the show.”
“I thought I was the symbol.”
“You’re both. You need to show them a sign that tomorrow’s going to be alright. They’ll believe me, but you’re the one who everyone saw wrecking her way through an army that was at the gates of the Green Zone. They need to hear from you.”
“And this?” I ask him as I lift the thick cloth sitting around my shoulders. “I guess I should feel honored. I know how impressed I was when I saw Branagh wearing it.”
He shakes his head. “Well, he was the last person to earn it before you. I think he’d want you to have it, just like he wanted you to wear that uniform he put away for you.”
“I guess it did feel good wearing that to fight against Fort Silence.”
“And you looked very handsome doing it. A real born leader. Kind of a strange twist from the Jackie I grew up with in the Tower who thought everyone hated her.”
That gets a smile out of me. “That feels like such a long time ago.”
“Well, it was.”
“Tommy . . . Tonight, when this is all over . . .”
“Yeah. You, me, Dodger, Cynthia, and Mandy. We’ll sit and have drinks and reminisce on the good times.” He stops and turns to the door, listening as General Martin’s voice announces that we’ll be taking the stage soon. “You ready?”
“I feel like a nutter wearing this mantle. White cloak on white armor? Really?”
“You look amazing. Now, come on. Everyone’s waiting for us.” Those are the last things he says before he leads the way out. We walk out of the small trailer and onto the street, the two of us making our way to the temporary stage that’s been set up on one end of the city square. The second we step out, I feel my breath stick in my chest. The last time I stood there, the square was dead. With all of the city’s power diverted to keeping Central’s repulsion field alive, there was no power to divert to the city’s electricity. With the Northwest Creep Colony gone, that’s not an issue anymore.
I walk out into the night air and see towers lit up from top to bottom. Huge, electronic panels as big as buildings themselves are showing images of the city from its glory days. A huge row of electronic displays climbing one tower have images of Tommy and other city leaders, with words scrolling along the bottom announcing the rebirth of the city. I have no doubt in my mind that Doc Watson broke his back getting all this running over the last few days, and probably made everyone’s life miserable with his complaining while he was doing it. Still . . . seeing it all lit up, I just think it was all worth the effort. The massive screens suddenly shift images to me and Tommy as Baby Boys drift around the stage, transmitting the scene to the thousands of people lining the streets.
Anyway, the whole city erupts in applause the second we’re up the stairs, making so much noise that my ears are ringing, and my feet feel wobbly from the stage shaking. Tommy steps up to greet Martin with a handshake before he steps up to the podium. Meanwhile, I take a seat next to Dodger and Michael Tan. As the only actual representatives left over, Tommy really wanted the two of them there to show that the city would be going back to its democratic roots.
It takes a second for the crowds to quiet down. The first few dozen rows are all militia and military members. Nobody stands out more than the Vanguard, who look like giants in their overly sized armor. They’re so big that they have to stand off to the side, so the view isn’t blocked. The worst part is that the suits have all been repainted, and I actually feel a little embarrassed when I see them. God. Just thinking about it . . . They’re all in white. Color matching is terrible. At least they took off their helmets for the occasion, and I spot Kali, who’s smiling at me as she claps with those gargantuan hands of hers. I can’t help but notice she’s come in a ‘dressier’ variation of her armor, if you can call it that, with one of her shoulder pauldrons carved so that it looks like a golden eagle. It’s almost as ridiculous as Neddy, who’s standing next to her in that gargantuan armor of his and that magnificent cloak hanging from his shoulders. It makes me wonder if I’m the only person who doesn’t like to show off.
When the crowd finally settles down, which takes a while since the cheering stretches for more than a mile down a couple of city blocks, Tommy bows his head slightly. “Thank you, everyone, for coming today. On behalf of General Martin and Representatives Michael Tan and Tiffany Anne, I want to thank you all for making the time to celebrate with us. You may have noticed there’s one name I left out, a person that’s on this stage.” When he says it, he smiles at the crowd, and everyone bursts out into a roar that he has to speak over for a second. That smile of his is so Tommy. I would have hated it when we lived in the Tower. “I’ll let her talk to you in her own words,” he says as the crowds quiet down again. “But for now, if you’ll give me a moment, I wanted to talk about history.
“The history of mankind has not been entirely lost to us, but we’ve lost enough. Many of our hand-written books were destroyed a long time before the Creep ever arrived, and our computer records were mangled by the disaster that hit our world hundreds of years ago. But we’ve been able to put fairly large pieces of the past together. From it, one thing is very clear: the history of humanity has been defined by war. From ancient times to the August War that nearly wiped humanity off the planet, humans have been fighting. Not all of those conflicts were worth fighting, but some were. The wars we fought to free the oppressed or bring justice to those who couldn’t find it for themselves . . . Well, just like everything else, war is a tool that can only be defined as good or evil based on how we use it.
“The truth though, is that we’ve always been too eager to fight wars for terrible causes. That left us with the war that drove humanity to one last city. Central Freedom. Because of poor choices, we almost destroyed our home again. Instead of listening to each other and trying to cooperate with one another, we chose the easy way. We chose to go to war with each other so that we could impose our wills on those we didn’t agree with.”
Tommy stops for a second, his eyes dropping to the podium. He smiles, but his face contorts, like he’s in pain. “The former president, President Branagh . . .” There’s a brief interlude as the crowds cheer, and Tommy’s smile grows as he looks back into the square. “I’m glad you agree. President Branagh was always trying to find a compromise, some way for us to work together. He was a politician, but he’d also served in the militia. He knew the cost of fighting, knew that it cost lives. So, where other people saw him as weak, the truth was that he was one of the strongest men I knew. He was strong enough to say no to the easy option. He was strong enough to say no to warfare unless it was absolutely necessary. He didn’t always make the right choices, but none of us ever do.
“The truth is that there are always going to be reasons to go to war. Peace will always be the more difficult choice. Listening to each other is always going to be the more difficult choice. What I’m asking from all of us as we go forward is that we learn from the mistakes of our past, and that includes our recent past. As a species, we’ve nearly wiped ourselves off the face of the earth. If we want to thrive again, we have to put our differences aside and listen to each other. We’ve fought for and won a temporary peace between the people of the surrounding Deadlands and Central Freedom. If we want to make it a permanent one, then we have to be willing to hear each other out.”
He stops as his face turns serious for a second. “Which is why the people of the Deadlands, the Sha’b, will have a seat at the Advisory Council from now on, so that we can hear their side moving forward. As long as I’ve lived in Central, we’ve been fighting with those living around us. We can’t do that anymore if we want to survive as a species. In the same way, we will also be restoring the old ties between ourselves and Fort Silence. A generation ago, the fort was a part of Central. Those of us living on this island have always thought about the fortress as just that, a military outpost. But there are thousands of families living within its sphere of protection that just want to live in peace. I will be working with leaders from the fortress so that we can reunite as one people again.”
Tommy gestures out to the crowd. “And while some of us living here in Central Freedom might still be scared of those living around us, I’d like to point out that Central is free today because of the same people we used to fight against.” His hand motions to someone in the front row, and for the first time, I realize Erin’s in the crowd. “Erin Donoghue, one of the top-ranking members of the Sha’b, led the fight for our freedom by piloting the military Panzer.” His hand moves again, this time to Kali, standing there in her armor. “Devleena Kumar is a member of Fort Silence’s elite DEC troopers, and she nearly gave her life trying to free us from a tyrant who manipulated us and threw us into a war against each other.”
He pauses one last time as he looks out at everyone. “I know it won’t be easy for some of us to live in peace with one other at first. That’s why we’ll be discussing our issues together, as one body, in the Advisory Council. All I want for everyone here to remember is how close we’ve come to destroying our people in the past. That threat will always exist if we refuse to believe the best about each other and instead see only the worst. So, in the end, all that I’m saying . . . is give peace a chance. If not for humanity’s sake, then for the sake of your friends and family. We are all that we have to lose if we rush into war with each other again.”
Tommy bows his head, and when he does, another burst of cheers and applause start to move like a wave down the streets. The screens lining the buildings show Tommy from all angles as he raises his gloved hand, smiling at the crowds. He looks . . . really, really good, wearing his dress uniform and the presidential awards across his chest. From a jock kid I knew in the Tower to the leader of the last of humanity . . . Life is weird like that.
And then, he leans forward, and those dreaded words come out of his lips. “But I know I’m not the only person you came here to see,” he says as his smile widens, his eyes shooting over to me. I can actually feel the sweat starting to form on my skin as my muscles start to tense into knots. “So, I would like to present the latest recipient of our city’s higher military honor, the Mantle Victoriam.” He draws it out, letting the cheers peak until they feel like a wall of sound. “You know her by many names. To the enemies of our people, she’s the Dark Angel. To any friend of humanity, she’s the Angel of Freedom. Some just call her the Angel, but to me, she’s just my friend . . . Jackie Coleman.”
The burst of sound from the crowds is deafening. I force myself onto my feet when Tommy says my name, and there’s this surreal moment that passes by faster than I can take it in. He shakes my hand, then I step up to the podium, and it all takes place in what feels like half a second. Before even realize it, I’m standing there, my fingers clenching to the sides of the podium with enough force that I think I’m going to break it. Maybe out of sheer panic, I look at Erin on one side and then Nina on the other. I’m just looking for friendly faces. But, out of nowhere, the applause dies, and I realize I’m staring out onto crowds of people who expect me to say something.
So, after what has to be an equally uncomfortable moment for the crowd as it is for me, I lean forward. “Thank you, everyone,” I say, almost too quietly, but it’s enough to get just one more quick burst of applause. “Thank you . . . thank you for all being here.” It takes about five seconds for me to feel like I’m dying, but standing there, looking at how happy they all look . . . Maybe that’s what I need to motivate me, because it makes me feel . . . good. Good, to see them happy and ready to move on. To live. “I won’t take up a lot of your time because President Jones is one of the best speakers I’ve ever heard.” More applause. At least they like Tommy.
“But I did want to say just a few words, because I thought it was appropriate on a day like today. I first arrived in Central Freedom almost half a year ago. When I did, the city was cut off from Fort Silence and fighting with the people living in the Deadlands. I didn’t have a good impression of anyone outside of the city back then. I didn’t completely trust the soldiers from Fort Silence . . . and I felt even worse about the Sha’b, who we were still calling raiders at the time. To be honest, I didn’t even trust many people living here in Central. It was hard to trust people, or at least, to trust people I didn’t already consider friends.”
“One thing I’ve learned this last year though, is that we’re all sort of like that, in our own way. Because it’s hard to trust. That’s why we put up barriers. It’s natural. We know that it’s impossible to trust everyone. Still, there are too many times when make those barriers too high. We make it so hard for others to reach us that we push away really good people. We don’t build the relationships we should. And . . . we lose out, as people, when we do that. Then we just keep piling on one mistrust after another and start fighting instead of trying to understand each other.
“What I’ve learned is that there are good and bad people everywhere, and there’s no one rule on how to see who is who. People I fought against became my allies. Allies I trusted turned out to be my enemies. I had this idea of who could be trusted, when the truth is, good people are everywhere, if you have the bravery to see them. When you decide to take a step and understand each other, it makes the world a better place.”
I stop and take a breath as I try to sort out my final words. “Since I’ve gotten here, I’ve tried to make the world a better place, and you’ve made me feel so welcomed. And I will always fight for you. I will always fight to make this city safer. But, just because I can do certain things doesn’t mean I can improve the world alone. Everyone here can do their part to make a better future. That’s the secret. That’s how we’re going to make the world a better place.” The dead silence in the streets makes me suddenly very aware of how many people are watching me as I reach my final words. “But I also know it’s a dangerous world. Everyone needs to look out for each other. So, when you need me, when the people of this city are threatened . . . When there is someone or something that threatens the safety of innocent people living in Central Freedom or anywhere in the Deadlands. . . I will be there to fight for you.”
Then it’s like a sudden release of pressure as shouts and cheers explode with so much force that I can feel it traveling through the crowds. The applause is so intense that the floor underneath me starts shaking again, and for a second, I almost believe the shouting is causing my hair to drift, like it’s caught on a wind. I raise my hand up to the crowd and smile, maybe a little uncomfortably, but still. I just . . . I let them cheer. Because it’s important. But honestly, I don’t really care about the praise. I’m just happy that they’re happy.
The crowd starts dying down, and I’m just getting ready to step away, when I hear someone screaming for me. It’s loud enough, even in the crowd, that I hesitate just as I’m leaning away from the podium. Tommy’s already at my side when we both see who it is that’s yelling. Kali. Even the Baby Boys have turned to capture her face and broadcast it on all the screens. I look at her confused, but when the crowds realize something’s happening, everyone goes dead quiet again.
“Jackie!” she’s screaming. “Heavy Metal. Angel. Whatever.”
“Um.” I try to lean back into the mic. “Uh. Y-Yes?”
“Hey, I heard you can fly now without the jet pack. Is that true?”
I give her this death stare as I cock my head, trying to figure out why she’s asking. “Well, it’s more like . . . I use Pocket Space to displace the space around me, so it shifts me upward. It’s . . . technical, and . . .”
“So, basically you can fly, right?”
“Kind of.”
“You can fly. Why don’t you show us?”
I stare at her for what feels like a minute, my mantle flapping in the winter winds sweeping down from the skyscrapers that frame the streets. “I mean . . . I don’t . . .”
Tommy looks over at me. “Jackie.” He smiles as his voice is caught on the mic. “You got to give the people what they want. Why don’t you show us what the Angel of Freedom can do?”
My death stare turns from Kali to Tommy, at least until I realize there’s a cheer going out through the crowd. I turn back to look into the square, listening as they cheer and watching as they clap, louder and louder. It feels like it’s filling the whole city.
Dammit.
But then I look at them again . . . and they’re all so happy, you know? And that’s when I realize just how happy I am, too. I’m more than just grinning. I’m beaming as I look into all of their smiling faces. The chants aren’t stopping either, so I finally step back from the podium.
I look over at Tommy and almost laugh as he smiles back at me. Then I raise my hand upward, waving to everyone. On the screens lining the city streets, I can see images of the crowds as they’re cheering and waving before the view switches back to me. Then I just give them one last, big smile as I feel the silver light pass over my eyes. My body starts to shift upward, sliding into the air. I’m not flying, technically. I’m displacing. But Nina’s right. It might as well be flying as I start to drift slowly upward, the crowds laughing and chanting as I slide out over them, hovering dozens of feet in the air. Then I clench my fist, look upwards . . . and, okay. I fly.
The world fades behind me as I rocket upwards, Baby Boys streaking after me, trying to keep up for as long as possible. Then the fire really burns through me, and I can feel myself pushing through the air faster than even the cameras can keep up. I laugh as I leave the world behind, seeing everything from far above before I angle back toward the earth. As fun as it is to soar through the sky, and as grateful as I am to see everyone so happy, I have friends that I want to be with during my last days in Central.
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“Symbols are important.”
Mandy says it right before throwing a punch. It’s obvious she’s feeling better. I turn her punch to the side and then strike at her, but she brings up her hands to block me. “What do you mean?”
She takes a step back. “You’re a symbol. For the city, I mean.”
“Maybe,” I say with a shrug. My hand flies at her in a light thrust, but she twists to the side and avoids it before jumping back.
“I mean it, Jackie. You’re . . .”
“What?” She needs to say something, so I drop my hands out of fighting position. “Is something wrong?”
“No, it’s just . . . Mike was my hero, Jackie, but . . . You’re my hero, too.”
“I’m not really . . .”
“Jackie.” She looks me right in the eyes until it’s uncomfortable. “I’m serious.”
I give her a smile and drop to the ground, taking a seat on the stairs leading up into her apartment building. “Well thanks for the compliment.”
“I know that Mikey thought you were one of his heroes, too.”
That gets me. I feel my throat tighten up when she says it, and I have to fight back the stinging I feel in the corner of my eyes. “Well, we all got thrown into such a crazy, upside down situation. You know, when we all started out trying to get out of the Tower, things were such a mess. I didn’t think I’d ever feel normal, but here I am, with actual friends and people that want me around. I could do without all the electronic billboards that have my face on it. All the glory and fame thing is for crazy people like Yousef.”
Mandy takes a seat on the stairs next to me and folds her hands together, her eyes on the pavement in front of us. For a second, she just sits there, tucking herself into her jacket. “Mike always said he was a lot like you. He never wanted to be a soldier or anything, but he was good at it. He liked doing a good job, but I know what he really liked.”
“And what’s that?”
“Coming home to Cynthia and kissing her hello, then giving me a hug before I started on my homework. He liked having Tommy and Dodger over so that they could all have dinner. And he liked watching the rowboats going by in the Green Zone. He said that the only reason why he kept fighting was because he wanted to make the world better for everyone. But he really didn’t like fighting.”
“Yeah, Mandy. I know the feeling. Maybe that’s why me and Mike were so tight. The only reason we wanted to be Scavengers was because we wanted to learn the truth about the world. I mean, it was cool to think about fighting sometimes but . . . Honestly, once we saw what fighting really does to people, I don’t think either one of us really wanted to keep doing it. Like you said though, he was good at it, and so was I. That’s why we made it out of the Tower, and that’s why we were able to protect the people we cared about.”
“With Mike though . . .”
She trails off and goes quiet, and I give her a soft tap with my elbow. “What’s up?”
“With Mike, I think he found what he was looking for. This was his home.”
“Yeah. Yeah, it was.”
“He felt like he belonged here, with Cynthia and me. He was kind of different when they first met. After a while, he felt, I don’t know . . . happy.”
“At peace.”
“Yeah. It sounds like you feel that way now too.”
I take a deep breath as I look down the street, at the rows of apartment buildings disappearing down the block and the people standing around, talking as the sun is starting to fall. “Central Freedom’s my home. I really feel that way. With you, Cynthia, Tommy, and Dodger . . . Honestly, I feel more comfortable here than I ever did when I was in the Tower.”
“But something’s still bothering you.”
“Well, there’s still a lot of things we have to do. We still have to keep fighting back the Creep, finding out where it came from, that kind of thing. There are things out there we still don’t understand. I might not have ever wanted to play hero, but it looks like I don’t have a choice anymore. If I’ve got the power to do something about the way the world is, then I’ve got to do something.”
“You’re never going to start that garden you want, are you.”
I smile as I keep looking up at the skies way above us, where the last of the sun’s starting to disappear. “One day. It’s the sort of thing you have to work for.” I slide Mike’s cross out from a pouch on my jumpsuit, my fingers turning it over sometime. “I actually changed my vision of what I want the house too look like though.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah. When I do end up building that house, I’ll make a little tribute to Mike along with the flowers I plant, so I can remember him every time I go gardening. It’ll go next to the roses, since they’re my favorite flower. Then I’ll be able to really be at peace about all of this.”
Mandy’s arm wraps around mine and she leans into me in a kind of half hug. “Do you think the food’s ready?”
That gets a chuckle out of me. “If not, we’ll have to get angry at your sister.”
The two of us get up off the stairs and walk into the apartment as the last bit of sunlight disappears. It’s not long before we’re in Cynthia’s apartment. The food’s already on the table, and Tommy and Dodger are there, out of uniform and smiling at us as we step into the kitchen. There’s nothing warmer than Cynthia’s smile as she waves me to a chair. As I sit down, I see an empty chair at the table with Mike’s uniform jacket draped over it. The second I see it, I can’t help but bite my lip as I try to hold back everything I’m feeling. As we all settle in at the table, Cynthia reaches over and squeezes my hand. I look back at her in surprise as she grabs Mandy’s. Mandy grabs Tommy’s, and Tommy grabs Dodger’s, and suddenly Cynthia’s saying a prayer.
I’m not going to lie. I don’t know how to feel about it. At least, not at first. Still, even if I don’t believe what Cynthia believes . . . what Mike believed . . . I can appreciate what she’s saying. She just gives thanks that Mike came into her life. In that second, when she says her thanks, regardless of what it is I do or don’t believe . . . I say thank you that Mike was in my life, too.




Jackie’s Recording 45
When I step into Yousef’s cell, it’s been almost two weeks since we fought. It’s just a cube surrounded on all sides by a field of blue energy you can barely see. Actually, it’s a little like the cells back at Highpoint. There aren’t even any guards in the room. They’re all outside the door. No, it’s just me standing there with Yousef. He’s bent over on a bench, one arm bracing himself, the other one missing. I shake my head as I look at him. “I’ll make sure they give you a prosthetic. They shouldn’t be keeping you like this.”
“Why bother,” he asks as his eyes look up at me, his lips twisting into a smile when he sees me. “The Mantle Victoriam. I guess there really is no one better to wear it. After all, you defeated the ‘evil’ Golden Jackal.”
“Don’t do this, Yousef.”
“Why are you here, Jackie? You’re not the gloating type.”
“No, I’m not. First, I wanted to check up on you, because . . .” I frown as I look him over, looking down his thinning arms and legs. It’s such a huge change from when we fought. He looks like he’s been starved. “Doctor Watson told me you’re dying.”
“I paid a consequence for fighting for what I believed in. Obviously, even the greatest technology produced by Apeiron wasn’t enough to match the Creep. You were able to beat me without looking any worse for wear.”
“They’re working on trying to reverse the effects for you. If anyone can do it, it’s the doc.”
“I’m ready to die, if that’s my fate.”
I take a deep breath as I stare from the other side of the cell. “The other reason I came was because I’m the kind of person who likes to know the truth. Who likes answers. It’s the same way I was when I lived in the Tower.”
“And what sort of truth can I reveal? I’m not that mysterious.”
“Yeah, you are. What motivates you makes no sense to me.”
I take a step closer to the energy field and his eyebrow cocks upward. “Careful. You might get shocked.”
“It couldn’t hurt me at this point.”
“I suppose not.” He straights up, his eyes staring directly into mine. “I’m your prisoner, Jackie. I couldn’t say no if I wanted to, unless I wanted to be executed.”
“I wouldn’t do that to you, Yousef.”
“No, you’d just allow your people to do it for you. In the courts.”
“What else should I do? What else do you want me to do?”
“Nothing at all. It’s the right move. The only move. I know that, and so do you. That’s what’s important now that you’re leader. You have to make the hard choices. I did, and I’m paying the price for it. Maybe the future will show that I was wrong, and you were right, after all.”
“I’m not the leader. That’s Tommy.”
“Oh, of course. You’re just another soldier.”
“You really want to keep talking to me like this? You really hate me that much?”
His eyes slide toward me, burning even if there’s no golden light there anymore. For a long second, he just stares, his jaw grinding as his one hand clenches down on his knee, before he finally says, “No. It doesn’t seem so. In some strange way, now that it’s all over, I find myself missing that night we spent together in Fort Silence. Missing what could have been friendship.”
“Yet you wanted me dead so badly. You were willing to do almost anything to make it happen.”
“Almost. Not quite. Not enough. I should have finished off that first time we fought, outside your apartment.”
“Then why didn’t you?”
“Perhaps I didn’t actually believe that I should win. Maybe, in the end, I doubted my goals. Whatever the reason, here I am.”
“I don’t hate you, Yousef.”
“I know. In that, you are more human than I gave you credit for.”
“Will you please tell me what happened that day, ten years ago. When you lost your mother.”
A shadow passes over his eyes as he looks first at me, then to the side of the room. “My sister didn’t reveal more? She must have said mother died in the Creep.”
“She did. But maybe she left something out.”
“Or . . . maybe she didn’t see what I saw.” His eyes look back at me. “Is that what you think?”
I nod. “I do.”
For a long time, he just sits there, staring back at me. “The day my mother died . . . the day my sister and I were brutally injured . . . what did she say caused it?”
“She said the Creep came out of nowhere. That nobody ever understood what made it happen.”
“I see.” He nods as his fingers squeeze at his knee. “I’ve thought about it quite a lot, since then. I only pieced it together when I saw you fight her. Ishara. She controlled the Creep.”
“That’s right.”
“You can’t do that, as powerful as you are.”
“No, I can’t.”
“Why is that, again?”
“Because . . .” I don’t know why I didn’t think about it before. It actually makes my stomach twist when I realize it. “Because I’m not a psionic. Only people with psionic powers who get absorbed into the Creep end up controlling the Creep.”
“I don’t think the Creep attacked us out of nowhere. It wanted us, Jackie. Or at least, it wanted my sister. It wanted to absorb her for her power. What the end goal was . . .” He shrugs. “All I know is that, for the first time, I believed the Creep might be intelligent. That there might be a more powerful mind in there, hunting for people like her. Perhaps it’s a silly thought. The Creep isn’t intelligent, after all.”
But he’s wrong, and I’m one of the only people who knows that. Just him talking about some intelligence in the Creep makes me think of the Eye in the Utter Wilderness, and I try to push past to the next question. “You said you saw something else when it was happening.”
“Yes.” His eyes go cold as he looks at me, and his voice becomes like ice. “There was a man there, standing unaffected in all of that Creep and appearing as if he wasn’t threatened by the Creep at all. An Angel. My sister has seen recordings of these people. Your president has as well. But nobody seen them like I have. Not as close as I have. You see, this person was dressed all in white, wearing a white cape and a golden chain.” A smile that puts a chill in my spine crosses his lips. “Not unlike what you’re wearing today. Except he wore what I think was a suit underneath his cape. Not a jumpsuit.”
My finger goes to the chain around my neck, my fingers tracing the cape’s fabric for a second as my mind flashes back to a memory of someone I knew in the Tower. “Yousef. What did his face look like?”
“He was an older man, with a short gray goatee. It was his eyes that really set him apart though. I will never forget those eyes. Eyes of silver. It’s strange how, just like you wear his cape, you also have his eyes. Almost as if you’ve become something just like he was.”
The comparison makes my chest tighten up. “An older man with a short gray goatee . . . dressed all in white, with a suit and cape. With silver eyes.”
He must notice me staring away, and he leans in when I don’t say anything else. His face has changed from anger to curiosity. “Have you . . . seen someone like that?”
I look back at him. “I have. I promise you, Yousef . . . I don’t care what you’ve done to me. I will get justice for your family. I promise you I’ll at least do that.”
“Why?”
“Because it’s the right thing to do.” I turn away and start heading out of the room, but even as I am, I can feel my breath getting short. Yousef was talking about Tower Director Pygmalion.




Tommy’s Recording 42
When we get to Doc Watson’s lab, I’m half expecting him to be that outraged, angry version of him and half expecting the confused, doddering old man he comes across as. Honestly, I’m still not entirely sure what to think about him or how angry to be at him for how he treated Gabriel. In the end, he seemed excited about Jackie, so I guess he wanted her to win . . . but it’s hard to tell with him. It doesn’t matter, because when me and Jackie get into his lab, there’s this weird energy in the air. He’s got a dozen monitors along his wall all displaying different things. Blood cells. Energy readouts. Images of stuff I can’t begin to understand.
Jackie smirks a little as we’re standing there, her in the Mantle Victoriam with her navy-blue military uniform underneath. It’s nice to see her out of the armor, to be honest. Anyway, she looks from one screen to another before looking at the doc. “What’s all this, doc?”
He turns to look at us out of the side of his eye, his hand covered in this glove thing. Only the fingertips are covered, but these thin cables track down the tops of his fingers and over his hands before disappearing into his lab coat. That’s when I see the buttoned-up vest and slacks he’s wearing underneath. “Yeah doc,” I ask as I look him over. “You look . . . Are you going somewhere?”
“Not immediately,” he says as his finger points to one of the monitors. The tip of his finger lights up, and the view changes. “A neurological interface of my own design. I can control the entire lab with a thought and a gesture. I took my inspiration from the device Yousef was using, or at least, the neural connections that comprised it.”
“Are you sure that’s safe?”
“It doesn’t tap into Pocket Space. It is, all things considered, harmless.” He turns to us, taking a deep breath as he does. “Although I suppose that is the very reason I have requested your company. To talk about Pocket Space.”
Jackie’s chest rises as she breathe in this heavy breath. “What about it?”
“What is Pocket Space, Jackie?”
“Another dimension. One where there’s infinite energy and time stands still for objects from our world.”
“Yes, of course, but also no.” He flicks his finger, and the monitors change to views of swirling colors. I’m seeing images of colliding waves of blue on one screen, but waves of red or white on others. “I’ve reached an end to my line of inquiry into the relationship between Pocket Space, our world, and the Creep. Which is why I must depart soon.”
“I don’t get it. What do you mean that you’ve reached an end? Do you know what the Creep is?”
“Not entirely, no, but I have some answers.” He waves a hand, and the screens on the right side start showing images of our world. “On your left are images of Pocket Space. On your right are images of our world. The truth, however, is that they are the same image.”
I scratch my head as I look from one side to the other. “I’m not getting it. How are they the same image?”
“The reality you see on your right is an extension of the world you see on your left. Our world, on your right, is what I have taken to calling the Lower Domain. Pocket Space, to your left, is what I am now calling the Upper Domain. Think of the Upper Domain as lines of code and the Lower Domain the software that you see and interact with. Until now, I’ve conceptualized these two worlds as connected yet distinct dimensions of reality. The truth is not so simple.”
Jackie takes a step forward, her eyes going from the images of Pocket Space to the images of our world. “Our world is created from Pocket Space.”
“Yes.”
“When I . . . transformed, I felt something. Like everything was connected by energy. As if the whole world was sitting on something else.”
“A structure over infrastructure. I first had the notion that Pocket Space was more than just an energy field when I saw you lifting an armored transport into the air using your jetpack.” His eyes turn my way. “Do you remember? Our first day at Fort Silence?”
I shake my head. “Yeah. You said she was defying the laws of physics.”
“I should have said she was subconsciously rewriting them.” His eye go back to her. “No matter how strong you are, you should not have been able to lift that vehicle into the air. Your jetpack didn’t have nearly the requisite amount of thrust to do so.” He smiles as he lifts a finger to her, almost laughing. “Unless you changed the nature of the very thing you were touching.”
Jackie bites her lip a little but shakes her head at him. “I’m still not completely getting what you’re saying. Pocket Space is what our world is built on, so it can change the nature of our world?”
“Typically, no. All matter and energy in our world arise out of Pocket Space, which itself establishes the fundamental rules by which matter and energy interact. Your Creep cells grant you a direct connection from the Lower to the Upper Domain. Every time you lift a vehicle or fly through the air, you are fundamentally, if temporarily, rewriting the rules by which physics should obey around you. You have an ability to manipulate the Upper Domain, and it happens entirely instinctually on the basis of the nature of your Creep cells,” he says as he flicks at the screens again. This time, images of cells flash against the wall. “Exposure to the Upper Domain excites them.”
As he says it, the cells become agitated. Jackie nods as she looks at the images. “I saw this too, during my experiments. I was trying to find some way of getting them to access even more of Pocket Space . . . of the Upper Domain.”
“That is only possible with a machine like Yousef’s or through unique biological conditions. Conditions you now exist in.”
“But how did I get there?”
“I have no idea. That remains yet another mystery. However, I will tell you one final thing. I mentioned that the Creep cells become agitated under exposure to energy from the Upper Domain, and that specific energy frequencies can harm the Creep. And, of course, I told you that our world is built upon the Upper Domain. Matter arises from it.”
“If the Upper Domain is the code that lets matter exist, that means that Pocket Space is constantly generating our existence. It’s not a frozen existence.”
“Yes.”
She turns around, her palm on her forehead as she looks like she’s about to panic. I lean toward her and reach out a hand, but she just waves me off. “Jacko. You alright?”
“Tommy, it all makes sense.”
“What does?”
“You saw Yousef. How he grew during the fight.”
“Yeah.”
“And you see how I become seven feet tall whenever I enter the suit.”
“Well, yeah.”
“It’s perfect energy to matter conversion. We’re rewriting the code from the Upper Domain and generating matter in our reality.” She turns around and walks to the monitors, her hand resting on one of the monitors. “The First Law of Thermodynamics says that matter can’t be created or destroyed, but that’s because our universe is a closed system. All that ever was or will be exists already. You can’t create energy, but the Creep keeps generating and generating. It keeps getting infinite amounts of power, just like our city and our technology keeps running on power sources that basically don’t ever go out unless the engine is destroyed. Obviously, the Upper Domain is the source of all that energy. The thing is, it’s also the source of the Creep. Matter is being converted from energy when it transitions from Upper Domain to the Lower Domain and taking the form of the Creep. That’s why the Creep is so drawn to it.”
She turns back to look at the two of us. “When Yousef got bigger, when I grew to match the armor, it was all an energy to matter conversion. You rewrite the code in the Upper Domain, and the Lower Domain reflects it. I was subconsciously telling the Upper Domain to code me as seven feet tall, and so an energy to matter conversion happened to give me that added mass. The same thing’s going on with the Creep. Something is sending a signal, rewriting what our reality should look like, and that’s causing the Creep to continue growing and growing.”
I rub at my forehead. “Well, then what’s sending the signal to the Upper Domain?”
Her eyes go to the doctor. “Doctor Watson. If I’m doing it subconsciously, then something else has to be triggering the Upper Domain to keep generating Creep. What could be manipulating Pocket Space that much that the Creep has spread over so much of the world?”
His eyes look away, his tongue playing along his lips for a second before looking back at her. “I have spent a great deal of time trying to understand that. Still . . . I do not know, but I believe there are answers out there. Answers in the ruins of the corporation that began this all.”
“Apeiron.”
“Yes,” he says with a nod. “That is why I must leave Central, because in my . . .” His fingers are shaking as he puts two fingers to his forehead, his teeth gritting as he talks and his voice growling out of his throat. “Something in my mind refuses to let me remember. But I feel there is something, some place, where our answers lie. In the west. Beyond your Tower, in the place they call the Wastes.”
Jackie’s quiet for a long time as she looks at him, Doctor Watson looking honestly, completely distraught as he stands there shaking. Eventually, she nods her head. “There’s something out there. Yousef was telling me something earlier . . . about a man in white he saw the day his mother died in the Creep.”
I look over at her. “An Angel?”
“He thought it as, but . . . this person wore a suit and a cape. But it’s what Yousef said about his eyes. He had silver eyes.” She pauses for a second before looking up at me. “Like I do, but also like the Tower director. Director Edward Pygmalion, from home.”
“From the Tower?”
“Yeah.” She looks back at the doc. “I’m heading back there for a little bit. I get that you watched that Tower for centuries, but there’s something, or someone you forgot. I’m going to find out what that is.” Then she looks my way. “But I’m also going so I can bring everyone home, here. To Central.”
“That’s . . . amazing. We’ll be ready and waiting.”
The doc holds up a hand as he finally starts to settle down, his hand lying across his chest as he walks across the room. After clearing his throat, he moves over to a door leading into one of the examination rooms. “Lest I forget, there is one last matter at hand. To now, most of this conversation has been for Jackie’s sake. However, there is something you should know, Tommy. Or, at the very least, something you should see.”
“Something I should see? What . . .?”
He slides open the door, and when he does, I feel myself starting to shake and my breath sticking in my lungs. “What . . . what am I . . . ?” I take a step and nearly fall over, Jackie catching me as I’m looking across the room. He’s there, with his blonde hair and a few days’ worth of stubble over his face. He’s wearing a patient’s gown, and he’s got a huge bandage around his chest. But it’s him. It’s really him. “President . . . Gabriel.”
“Tommy,” he says as he smiles, his arms opening wide. “Come here.”
I look at Jackie, who’s eyes suddenly look like they’re watering up. She looks at me and smiles, and I just stumble toward him, my legs wanting to go out at any second when I collapse into his arms. I feel his arms squeeze around me as he takes a deep breath, holding me as I let out this gasping sigh. When I pull away, I have to wipe at my eyes before settling against the wall, bracing against it so I don’t collapse onto the floor. “How. I saw you . . .” My eyes go over to the doc. “Did you . . . ?”
Doc Watson nods. “I know how angry you were with me, Tommy. However, even if it meant you hating me, I could not reveal what I had done. General Yousef was monitoring our every conversation, and if he’d known, he would have killed poor Gabriel here. I apologize for the deception.”
“No. No, I’m . . . I’m the one who’s sorry,” I tell him as my hand covers my mouth and I try my hardest to keep from hyperventilating. “You said you were going to experiment on him, and . . .”
“I said I was going to use him for my experiments, with Pocket Space. Technically, that was not a lie. I generated a significant amount of data from having the president stored for so long. However, I also proved my own hypothesis. Only individuals with active brain functions dissolve into the background energy of the Upper Domain. At the time, the president was nearly brain dead. That allowed me to preserve him until we could return, so that I could operate on him. That was only mere hours after we arrived back in Central.”
“I don’t know how to thank you, doctor.” I look back at the president. “Sir, the office is yours whenever you’re ready to go.”
“Oh. No, thanks, Tommy,” He says with a wave of his hand. “That’s exactly why I told the doc not to let you know I was awake again. The office has passed to you, and you deserve it. I’ve heard your speeches. Hell, I heard audio of how you arrested Yousef. You know the law better than I do. The president’s office suits you, and I want you to stick with it.”
“But what about you? Won’t you be bored just . . . just going back out there into Central without anything to do?”
“Who said anything about that? Just because I don’t want to be president doesn’t mean I don’t want to stay involved. But you know me. I always liked time fixing things on the streets and helping neighbors around their homes, handing out medicine. That sort of thing. That’s exactly what I intend to do. Go back to the riverside where my father used to work the boats. Maybe even get them running again.”
“I’d just . . . I’d love it if you were around to help with this government stuff.”
“Oh, I’ll be there too. I intend to put my name in for representative of the River Bank District,” he says with a smile. “I think me and Representative Tan would make one hell of a one-two punch on the Advisory Council. Plus, I heard Dodger was going to be on there, too. I think that’s a damn good start to a government.”
“I can’t think of a better trio to start off with on the council than you three.”
“Neither can I.” His eyes go to Jackie, and she can’t hold back this huge smile when he does. “And you, young lady. That’s one hell of a thing you did out there at Fort Silence. I see you’ve finally learned what it means to make the big decisions.”
She looks away, her brown skin flushing darker at the compliment. “I didn’t do anything.”
“I know you don’t believe that. Not anymore, at least. You’re too confident now. I can see that.”
Jackie finally looks back his way and gives him a firm nod. “I’m not scared of who I am anymore. I believe in myself.”
“What changed?”
“I remembered what I’m fighting for.”
“There’s no better motivation, and a good reason to start believing in yourself again.” He lifts underneath the mantle to take a peek at the uniform. “And I’ve got to admit, the mantle looks good, but that uniform suits you.”
“It’s a symbol.”
“You’re damn right it is, but the person inside the uniform defines what that symbol means.” He points from Jackie to me. “You two are everything I believed you were when I first met you. I’m looking forward to seeing you lead Central to a better future. Which, by the way, I heard you saying you were planning to bring your people in from the Tower.”
She nods. “Yeah. It’s been almost two years, and not only does it feel like it’s the right time, but there might be clues back there about what we need to do next. To end the Creep, once and for all.”
“I’m looking forward to us having new guests.” He stretches a hand out toward me, and I grab it back. “Mr. President, with your permission, I’d like to organize some housing for our new guests. With the power running, I’m sure there are plenty of buildings we can clear out and get ready.”
“Yeah. Of course. Just, didn’t you tell me once to call you by your first name, Gabriel? We’re friends, after all.”
“You’re absolutely right,” he says with a smile back at me. “Well, I’m looking forward to a friendly drink and some dinner with you and Anne soon. My house.”
“I’m looking forward to it already.”




Jackie’s Recording 46
You know, I meant it when I told Mandy that there were still plenty of threats to worry about. I didn’t want to go into details, since I didn’t want to scare her. The thing is, when you start talking about Angels and the Creep . . . things can get pretty scary pretty fast. I spent almost a year away from chasing down Angels and the secrets of the Towers. I don’t regret it, because Central Freedom needed me. It wasn’t until the fight at the Panzer that I started to seriously think about the Angels again. And then there was that conversation with Yousef . . .
I guess what I’m trying to say is that I’m not surprised when I feel Pocket Space ripping apart behind me and crimson light spilling out onto the rooftop. When I say I feel it opening . . . Well, I guess what happened to me at Fort Silence just made me more aware of Pocket Space.  The Upper Domain. So, before he even says a word, I’m greeting him. “I was wondering when you were going to show up.”
“I knew you would be. I know you were. I knew you had.” His voice is as dark and otherworldly as ever. My eyes don’t move from my view of the city far below me, but they don’t have to. He materializes in front of me when I won’t look at him, hovering beyond the edge of the building and hundreds of feet above the streets below him. “Well, you’ve certainly changed, Jackie Coleman.”
“Did you know this would happen?”
“I did. I didn’t. I will. And I won’t. Ultimately, it was up to you.”
“I guess that makes sense. The Upper Domain is like a code. You’re swimming in it all the time, aren’t you? That’s the only explanation. You’re probably not even fixed at one point in time.”
“You’re starting to see with clearer eyes.”
“I know it’s useless to ask you for answers, so I just wanted to say thanks.”
“To what do I owe the pleasure?”
“It’s just that . . . during the fight at Fort Silence, I remember feeling like I was dying. Again. This time though, I felt something inside, like I was going feral again. I didn’t, though. That’s why I guess I should be thanking you. You saved me when I fell off the Panzer, and you did something to make sure I wouldn’t go feral anymore. I mean, that’s what I think happened, based on what you said last time we talked, at Highpoint. So, this time, instead of going feral, something better happened. Thanks for that.”
“Was I wrong when I said you were seeing with clearer eyes?”
“What do you mean?”
“I gave you no power, Jackie Coleman. I told you that no power in the universe could help you transcend your human limitations. Of all the times I’ve ever done anything for you, this was the time I actually did the least. I’ve told you before that my strength in your world is limited. But we’ve had this conversation before and may have it again. Human beings repeat time, although in a very distinct sense from how I do. And yet the point remains. What you did is what you did, not what I did for you.”
“But you told me you were going to give me a gift. The gift of not going feral, if I didn’t want to.”
“Did you want to go feral?”
“No.”
“And that’s why you didn’t.” He vanishes for a moment in a wave of red light, reforming on the rooftop ledge next to me and looking from the streets to my eyes. “Humans beings have one power, the one gift in all the universe that can be found nowhere else. The power to choose. You chose for yourself, Jackie Coleman, to become what you became.”
“Then what did you mean when you said you were giving me a gift?”
“I merely said the words you needed to hear, so you would believe it was possible to become more than what you are without becoming less than human. I only told you the things that would make you believe in your own power.”
I take a step away from him for a second before turning around again, still feeling conflicted as I stare at him, red light dripping off of him and into the air. “I get it. From the time I first went feral at Highpoint, to my brain becoming a conduit for Pocket Space at the Panzer, and all those predictive lines I started seeing after Yousef defeated me . . . It was all because I was changing. I just had to have something to hold onto when the change actually started happening.”
“A powerful connection to your humanity.”
My eyes are burning when I say it. “Mike.”
“It’s an interesting thing, how humans form such powerful bonds to life when faced with death.”
It takes me a second before I say anything else. “I need to ask you something or, at least, talk about something. What I started seeing those visions . . .”
“You presume I know the answers to what you’re about to say.”
“The Creep is coming from the Upper Domain. Who is making that happen?”
“I do not know.”
“Director Pygmalion, from the Tower. Yousef saw him. Could he be making it happen? It doesn’t make sense, but . . .”
“Jackie Coleman, I do not know, but I told you years ago that there was only one question worth answering, only one path pursuing. The path of the Angels. You chose this detour instead.”
“Alright. I get it. I already kind of felt that I was only going to get my answers by going back to the Tower. But there is something I know you have to know about.”
“Do I?”
“What is the Eye in the Utter Wilderness? Because I keep . . . feeling those two words, like they’re just left inside of my mind even though nobody ever told them to me.”
A smile crosses his lips. “And what is the Utter Wilderness?”
“It’s Pocket Space. The Upper Domain. There’s something there, something like you, except . . .” I shake my head. “It’s not what’s causing the Creep here. But whatever caused the Creep to be here is what brought the Eye, too.”
“You still see it.”
“Sometimes, when I blink, or when I close my eyes. Sometimes when I’m surrounded by the Creep. It’s like it’s chasing me.” I stop talking for a second. “I need to see that future again. Those predictive lines, the ones that let me see everything my enemies are about to do . . . Is that just a smaller scale version of the visions I’m having?”
He smiles. “The ability to see all immediate potential futures is only a little different from being able to see all the distant potential futures. Still, there’s still so much you have yet to understand about what happened to you at Fort Silence. But, I’d like to indulge you, if it means you are returning to the path.”
He doesn’t say anything else as he turns to me, his body evaporating into red fire and leaving me just standing there for a second. I’m about to call out for him when the world around me suddenly starts to twist, like it’s being turned into spirals, and I’m falling into that spiral. The world is spinning and getting darker as I’m rushing toward a black point in the distance. Then a chill starts to soak into me, sinking deep into my bones. It’s a feeling I remember. It’s what it feels like to have the Creep sinking down around you, choking the life out of you and sending waves of fear through  your body. I can feel my chest heaving as I struggle to breath, the whole world going black and empty, like nothing exists except for me.
Then, suddenly, the world comes rushing back into my face, but I’m not staring at the city anymore. I’m staring at a world covered in Creep, from one end of the horizon to the other, with hundreds of tendrils the size of buildings reaching up and scraping at the dark sky. Everything underneath me is muscle and saliva slopping over itself, tendrils pulling back and forth while they’re traveling along a world of living tissue. Underneath me, a thousand eyes blink open, some the size of cars and others the size of buildings, each one of them pointed at me. Those cold yellow eyes stare as I drift across a gigantic mouth that opens up along the ground. Inside, it’s filled with dozens of rows of teeth that sink down into the throat below me, a throat that sinks into the earth for miles and looks like some endless tunnel into the void.
And out of all those writhing tendrils and tugging muscles, I see a walking death whose body is broken in on itself. Its hundred mouths drip saliva as a dozen bent legs writhe along the ground, dragging it across the Creep as it screams into the air. Its black tentacles slide around its body in continuous motion, slurping over one another as the being aims its screaming mouths at me, the sheer pitch of it rising until my ears are ringing with what feels like a thousand crying people. A half dozen talon tipped tendrils slice at the air as its body bursts open from its side, giving birth to another half creature, like a giant worm that wraps along the ground with its enormous, razored mouth, burrowing into the Creep and exploding out of the ground not far from the creature.
But it’s the skies over my head that finally make me look away, as the giant Eye as big as a city descends through the clouds, parting them as the bright yellow tint of it burns my skin like the heat of a star but also making me feel as cold as a corpse. For a second, I’m staring, until I see white lights appearing on the horizon, burning white fires sparking into existence and burning as they hover in the air. All around me, for miles and miles across every inch of the horizon, those fires burn in the sky, encircling the Eye from all directions. And there, in the center of each fire, is a person, clothed in white with eyes that are lit silver. For a second, I’m bathed in a mix of cold orange and white light that peels at my skin and make me feel as if a cold hand is squeezing my heart to a stop.
I close my eyes, but I can still see the Eye somehow, in my vision, while a thousand incomprehensible voices screech at me through the air. And just as the screaming fills every part of my hearing, feeling like they’re about to shatter my mind, the Stranger’s voice booms through my ears. “And this is your world if the last door opens. The darkness of the uncaring universe that waits at the edge of your existence, ready to devour everything it sees. And an equally uncaring force that has no interest in the fate of humanity.”
I’m just on the edge of screaming when I suddenly feel a warmth on my arms. It’s not coming from around me or some light in the distance though . . . it’s coming from me, and when I open my eyes, I see the white fire burning from my body as the darkness around me starts to melt away. The fire grows stronger and stronger until the horrible things  I’m seeing start to fade, burnt off as the fire around me ignites the world. It keeps burning the darkness away until I’m standing there, in white emptiness, with only the Stranger looking at me.
“Do you see, Jackie Coleman, what the nature of your universe is?”
“I don’t . . . I don’t understand.”
“All reality is uncaring and vicious. It waits for its opportunity to snatch up what little life there is in existence. What do humans matter in a world like that?” He stops, his hands outstretched, and suddenly I’m seeing images fading in and out of the white background. Images of me, climbing the Tower to Floor One when I was younger. Images of Tommy leading Dodger and Mike down the Tower to find me. Images of us fighting for Central Freedom and battling at Fort Silence. Images of me shielding Mike from a hail of bullets pouring into my back. Images of Tommy and Dodger kissing after a long day. Images of Mike having dinner with Cynthia and Mandy. Images of Mike smiling at me as we sit in the Green Zone, his hand brushing his fingers through his hair. The Stranger looks around, looking at the same images I’m staring at. “Does any of this matter, Jackie Coleman?”
“Yes.”
“But why?”
“Because it’s real to me.” I can feel the fire in my hands burning hotter. “Because those people matter to me. Because I don’t care if the universe cares about us or not. All of those people are important to me. I’d change the world for them if I could.”
“Then let me tell you something else. There is no other force in the universe that could make that choice but humans. Stars blink in and out of existence. Soil is filtered away. Even the planet you’re fighting for won’t exist forever. None of those things can choose. They simply are.” He stops again as he continues to look around, with more and more images appearing. Soon, I can’t even recognize them. “Humans create meaning. Can anything else in the universe claim to do that?” His eyes look back at me. “They recreate the universe with the meaning they give it. It’s . . . extraordinary, even if most humans are content with the mundane.
“I told you before that I find you interesting. The people you will face fight for vanity. Immortality. Glory. But you, Jackie Coleman, go out of your way to save the lives of even the people who would kill you. You have even made a promise to avenge the family of a man who tried to murder you. That’s why I find you fascinating. But now, the prologue is over. Now, the real story begins. But why? Because now, you have a degree of power that will make you the target of powerful forces far beyond anything you’ve encountered. What will you do when you find the answers you’re looking for? When you battle the forces that created the world as you’ve known it? Powers you couldn’t imagine.”
“Sally was something I’d never faced before. Judge was something I’d never faced before. I’d never been manipulated by someone like I was by Yousef. But I’m still here. I’m here, and I still believe that it’s wrong for me to take a life if I don’t have to. I still believe it doesn’t mean anything if I only care about the people who care about me. Because the world’s going to keep killing itself if someone doesn’t stop trying to take revenge. It’s going to be one life taken, and another and another, until all of us are dead.”
The images behind him fade out, and then it’s just the two of us, standing in that empty white space again. The Stranger nods at me, his smile still as creepy as ever but . . . maybe just a little more sincere. “One final secret, Jackie Coleman. I told you, long ago, that Judge’s death freed up some of my knowledge and powers. The same happened when your friend, Mike, destroyed the Creep Colony. Because of him, I more clearly understand what is to come. The Angels you must face.”
“So, what comes next?”
“The place your doctor told you about? I know its name. Tower Babel.”
“I won’t go. Not yet.”
His eyebrows raise as he stares at me. “A surprise.”
“I mean, I’ll go eventually, because I know it’s what I have to do to protect everyone. But I have somewhere else I need to visit first. Let’s just call it unfinished business.”
“I see. You’re going home.”
“Not today. Not tomorrow. But I’ll be going back to the Tower before I do anything else about the Angels.”
“I should not be surprised, Jackie Coleman.” He bows his head a little as a red portal opens up behind him, burning its way through the white reality around us. “I’ve told you I am neither all powerful nor all knowing. Still, I know there’s one thing I can trust. When the comes time to move forward, you’ll know. I’ll be watching and waiting, as always.”
With that, the burning red energy swallows him, the portal closing around him before I’m left standing there. The white reality I’m standing in starts to fade, and then it’s just me again, there on the rooftop. My eyes flick off to the horizon, staring into the distance, in the direction I came from two years ago. At the same time, I think about those things from my vision, about the Angels and the eye. Both of those things will have to be dealt with before there’s any peace for us.
“It’s war, then, for just a little while longer.”




Tommy’s Recording 43
Sitting around at the bar with Dodger and Yazzie, I can’t help but give Yasmine a once over. She glances my way and waves me off. “I appreciate it, Mr. President, but I can drink alcohol without it emptying out of my stomach. Everything’s healed up.”
“You know I hate it when you call me that.”
“I know,” she says with a smile. “Now, I thought we were going to make a toast.”
I’m about to agree when a voice behind us catches our attention. We all turn to see Jackie’s Vanguard leader, Kali, coming up to the table. “Mind if I grab a drink? I could drink alone, but I’ve been doing a lot of that lately.”
“Well, after all you did to help Central, I think it’d be rude to turn you down.”
She smiles as she pulls into the barstool next to me. “It’s nice to get out of that armor once in a while, although it’s a little weird to be normal height again.”
“We’ve never formally met. I’m Tommy, and this is Dodger. The fantastic soldier you see drinking a pint at the end there is Yazzie.”
“Great to finally talk,” she says as she looks at the row of beer taps against the back wall. “I’m not going to sit here and lie. I knew who you and Dodger were from seeing you around Central, and Jackie talked so much about you.”
“All good things, I’d hope.”
“Mostly,” she says with a smile before waving to the end of the bar. “Sorry about you Yasmine, but Jackie never really said anything about you.”
Yazzie just shrugs as she takes a drink from her mug. “We don’t know each other as well as she knows these two.”
“Makes sense. So, what’s all the discussion happening around here?”
Dodger taps her glass. “We were actually about to toast to some friends of ours that we lost in the fight.”
Kali takes a deep breath and actually doesn’t answer at first. She motions to the bartender and a tap against the back wall, and soon she’s got a mug in front of her. “I lost someone I was really close with during the fight at the inner courtyard, at Fort Silence. We’d known each other for years, back to when we were little kids.”
“That must have been hard.”
“Yeah, it actually felt like a little bit of me died at the same time,” she says as she looks down into her drink. It takes her a second before she looks back at us. “How about all of you? Who are you toasting to?”
“There’s one specific person I’m toasting to. Someone I lost a long time ago, when all of this fighting with the Sha’b started. Linda Gomez.”
Yazzie raises a glass. “To Linda.”
“To Linda,” we all agree before taking a drink.
Yazzie speaks up again. “Of course, we also lost Patel during the fighting at the Green Zone.”
I nod. “As good a person as I ever met. To Patel.”
“To Patel,” we all call before taking another drink.
I look over at Kali. “How about you, then? Who’d you lose in the fight?”
It takes her a second to answer, but when she does, she smiles. “Belinda Torres. You don’t meet a lot of people like her. She saved Jackie’s life at one point, then she died saving me. What a woman.”
I give her a nod. “To Belinda then.”
“To Belinda,” everyone says with a third drink.
That leaves us all sitting at the bar for a long minute before I finally add anything else. “I’m going to roll this into one big toast but, it’s important for us to remember that it was tens of thousands who died out there. Here’s to all of them.”
“Here, here,” we all say in one final toast as we finish off our drinks. After that, it’s just a little bit of time as we sit around, talking to each other and remembering good times with those we lost. Mikey doesn’t come up during any of it. I don’t know, maybe me and Dodger just want to be selfish about his memory and keep it within the circle of people who knew him best. Still, it’s good to sit there and pass stories around. With no battles to fight and no enemies on the horizon, we’ve earned ourselves at least one good night.




Erin’s Recording 07
I sit there with Ned Lancaster at a table, watching the lights outside the tower we’re drinking in. “Amazing,” I tell him. “Bloody amazing. I’ve never seen so much light in all my life.”
“I know,” he says with a smile as he looks out of the window. The two of us just stare, at a road leading off to the edge of the island and the river of lights that are flowing out in front of us. “I never believed I’d see something quite like this.”
“The beauty of this place when it had a full head of steam.”
“Even know, it’s more beautiful than any other city I’ve seen,” he says with a nod. “But I must return south soon.”
“Right, and I’ll be heading north.”
“You still need to get everything in order up there at the fort?”
“That’s the look of it. Some Central bureaucrat will be going up there eventually, then they’ll put in a real government to take care of all the people living around the fort. Then they won’t need Erin Donoghue anymore.”
“We will always need Erin Donoghue,” he tells me as he turns and motions to the table we’ve set up in the tower. “A toast.”
“Now that’s what I’ve been waiting for,” I tell him as I pick up the bottle and two glasses that are sitting there and pour us two shots. We each take a glass and hold them high. “To the bear of the south, Ned Lancaster, in gratitude for his help at the Battle of Fort Silence.”
“To Erin Donoghue, the man who helped unite the clans and helped overthrow the tyrant, Yousef Suliman.”
“Here, here,” I say as we both put back a drink. It takes a moment, but I soon feel the burning in my ribs and take a step back. “Powerful stuff.”
“That’s right. Bottle of my own, brought from Zone Delaware. An Islay whiskey. It has a reputation for being fiery.”
“Well, the reputation’s well deserved.”
“Have you made plans for what follows after your time at the fort?”
“I don’t know. Not yet. Seems to me that it might not hurt to have some of the clans settle in the area. Keeps the zone less crowded. And there are good lands up there. I’ve wondered, with the Northwest Creep Colony gone, if it might be easier to make a life in the area. Set up a few greenhouses to protect from the cold and get some real farming going.”
“Ashanti mentioned something like that. You know, she’s eager to try that in the Arrowheads. With all that land and soil . . .”
“It’s hard for me to believe I’m having this conversation. When I was a boy, I never dreamed I’d live in a world where we could grow food without being worried the Creep would flood in and wipe out everything we’d done. Now look at us.”
Neddy taps the table and smile. “Change comes for us all, in the end. You used to be one of Daniel Pearson’s most fearsome fighters, and it wasn’t long ago you said you weren’t a leader. Now you want to take your people north and make a home for them there.”
“Ishara always said I had more to me than the gun and the bottle,” I tell him with a sigh.
“Speaking of which,” he says as he pours out two more drinks, “I may be wrong, but I believe we have at least one more toast to make.”
“That’s right.”
“To Ishara and Tara,” he says as he hands me a glass.
“To Ishara and Tara,” I tell him as we both drink it down. Again, I feel that burning in my ribs, like fire’s pouring down my throat. “It’s hard to imagine what I’d have been like if not for them.”
“Don’t sell yourself short. You were always the man, Erin Donoghue. You always had the potential to become what you now are. I was proud to serve by you.”
It makes me laugh. “Lancasters. They said you were like your father.”
“Did they?”
“Men of words. Men who earned loyalties through what they said.”
“If you only lead by the sword and the gun, you earn a man’s fear, not his loyalty. What we say, how we act toward one another, those things earn a man’s loyalty. I’ve congratulated my people on their birthdays, sent gifts to them at the birth of a child or on their weddings. Loyalty is earned through more than just fighting.”
It makes me look away a second, out to the streets beneath us. “The Sha’b will still need a leader, you know. Now more than ever, with them uniting. With them settling down.”
“And you didn’t want to be that?”
“No. I’m happy being the man in-between, the man who keeps things running. Leading this many people . . .” I shake my head. “You need a certain character for that. I’ve got a good eye for this sort of thing. Spotting people of quality. I think you’d be up to it.”
“It’s not my role to take.”
“No, but as I just got done saying, I’m the man in-between. I’ll bring it up to the clans and let them decide.”
“You honor me.”
I look back at him. “You honor yourself, Ned, same as all the great people I’ve ever been loyal to. Let’s only hope the clans see what I see.”




Jackie’s Recording 47
John speaks into my ear. “So, when should I expect you back at Highpoint?”
I’m sitting in the near dark surrounding St. Patrick’s Cathedral, looking at the front steps leading up to the doors. It’s all locked up, but lampposts heading out in either direction keep the streets lit. “The city’s so much more alive with the power on. Just having streetlights on at all hours changes the whole feel of the place.”
“Not sure that answers my question, but I’m happy for you kid.”
“Thanks. But you’re totally right. I need to get back there and start resupplying the weapon stocks. That should be a lot easier now that I have a map of Apeiron’s cache system. I won’t have to be flying all over the place trying to find ammunition.”
“Is it a stupid question to ask if you even still need the weapons and armor, kid?”
I smile. “Yeah, I still need them, John. I know how impressive the fighting looked, but it left me feeling like I was dying. I don’t think even Creep cells are meant to put out that much energy for that long. I mean, we’ll find out just what I can do over the next few months, but for now, we still need the weapons. I definitely still need the armor. From everything the Stranger said, I have a feeling I’ll be fighting things that can keep up with me at some point.”
“Scary thought. So, what’s the step by step from this point out?”
“Phew. Well, let’s see. Get to the Tower and free everyone, then see what clues I can find about the Eye and the Angels. Then get Doc Watson up to Hightower so he can look through our records and find out what he can. Plus, maybe he can find some way of getting you free from there.”
“It’d be nice to visit Central again after five hundred years away from it. It’d also be nice if the good doctor could repair my memory circuits.”
“That’s the hope. Anyway, after that, it’s time to head west. From everything I’ve seen in Yousef and Ishara’s records, there’s a Tower out there that looks suspicious. Might even be active.”
“Like the one you came from.”
“That’s what it looks like.”
“Sounds like things won’t be calming down anytime soon.”
“Well, that’s why it’s going to be good having you stick around, John,” I tell him with a smile. “I don’t know what I’d do if I didn’t have you to talk to when things got rough.”
“I appreciate it. Now, shouldn’t you be getting to bed? I thought you had some sort of presentation to make tomorrow.”
That gets a big flap of my lips in response. “Yeah. Yeah, I do.”




Personal Recording of the President, Gabriel Branagh 24
I may not be acting as either president or a representative yet, but Jackie called me in to meet with her and some of the other big players around Central for something important she said she needed to talk about. I got to Central Primary not really sure what to expect, but happy as hell to see the old militia. Most of them thought I’d died during Yousef’s takeover. I didn’t really get into explaining the details of my survival, though I did let them know that rumors of my death had been greatly exaggerated.
At any rate, when I step into the council chambers, I’m not surprised by who I see there. Tommy, of course, as the new president. Dodger and Michael Tan, both representing the city. And newly minted General Martin, to provide valuable military insights, I’m sure. But there were more, people I recognized from briefings about the Sha’b. Marc Lopez and Ashanti Bonsu. Then there was Ned Lancaster, son of the famed Neddy senior. And finally, months after having first met him, Erin Donoghue. He’s the strangest to see there, but the minute I step inside, he greets me with a handshake and a pat on the back.
“Glad you’re alive,” he tells me.
I smile back. “I’m glad things worked out between our two people, after all.”
“The Tank would say as much.” He gestures to a seat, and I join him at the table. It’s only a second after we’re all exchanging hellos and brief introductions that Jackie steps into the room, her body covered in her dress uniform, black gloves covering the navy-blue coloring of her outfit, and the white Mantle Victoriam covering her back from shoulder to shoulder. She greets us all with a smile as she steps up to the table, giving us all a simple wave before starting.
“Thanks to everyone for coming in,” she begins, although even from the start, she sounds tense. “For me, it was almost half a year of fighting here in Central, but for the rest of you, the war went on for a year. But here we all are, stronger because we’re finally not pointing guns at each other. Stronger because we’re actually united, for the first time in centuries, from Zone Delaware in the south, across the bay to Central Freedom, and finally north to Fort Silence. That’s more than five thousand square miles of continuously controlled human territory, more than any people have held since the Following Fall. I’d say that’s something to be happy about.”
Tommy raises his hands and starts to clap, “Here, here.” Along with him, the rest of the room breaks out into mild applause, before finally settling down and letting Jackie continue.
“When I first tried to make an alliance with Fort Silence, there were two major reasons. The first was because I wasn’t ready to use my powers, not to my full ability, and I thought we could rely on Yousef to be Central’s protector. I think we all that didn’t really work out,” she says to some laughs. “But there was another reason I thought it was urgent that we start uniting people together.”
She takes a deep breath, and I lean in, watching her. There’s a moment where her normally brown cheeks actually look as close to pale as she can get. “The reason is because I was scared. When I first came here, I learned that Angels had been spotted around Central. Not only there, though. From my talks with both Yousef and the Tank, I learned they’d been spotted all around the Deadlands, across all the land we now control together.”
Jackie taps at the table controls, and the screen at the back of the room lights up. It’s a map of the city and the surrounding Deadlands, with clusters of red running from south to north. Alongside those clusters of red, there are clusters of orange that are less dense but that dot the map around Central Freedom. “The clusters of orange you’re looking at are confirmed sightings of Creep infected individuals. Not Creepers. I’ve discussed this with Doctor Watson, and we’re just calling them enhanced humans for now. I’m talking about people with the power to manipulate the Creep, people who have similar superhuman strength and speed from their experimenting with Creep cells. When we talk about Yousef and what set him down the road of wanting to kill people like me, it’s it looks like Fort Silence, going back to the old general, encountered people like this. Both the Tank and Yousef seemed really concerned about them. They both said that there was an arms race going on, but not for tech from the Old World. They implied that there were people across the Deadlands trying to manipulate the Creep into a weapon again. The confirmed sightings in orange you’re seeing here are from every person they tracked, and even from some of the hunting, that they did trying to eliminate these people from the Deadlands.
“But it’s the red lights that really have me worried,” she says as she waves to the map. “Those are markers from across the Deadlands, including here in Central, where people reported seeing Angels. I went back through the records here at Primary to look at security logs and reports, just trying to piece it all together. It turns out the Angels don’t come here frequently, but they come around enough, and they’ve been doing it for a century at least. Meanwhile, at Fort Silence and in Zone Delaware, both Yousef and the Tank kept  recording every time one of these Angels was spotted. You can see that they’ve been pretty active.”
Erin nods. “I remember talking about this with you, Branagh,” he says with a tap on my shoulder. “Must have been months ago now, before everything around here went to hell.”
“I remember,” I tell him with a nod. “You mentioned that you were worried about Angels. I said they were just a rumor.”
“Believe me now, then?”
Tommy nods. “And I remember saying that we ‘d seen Angels in the Tower.” He looks over at Jackie. “We always assumed they were scavenging technology. I mean, they were always seen digging into wiring and hardware.”
Jackie points a finger at him. “That’s right. What we’ve never bothered to ask is why they would be taking tech out of the Deadlands.” She takes a deep breath as she looks around the room. “What I’m about to talk about is really sensitive, but I know I can trust all of you.”
Neddy speaks up from the back. “We are a council now. What we say remains in each other’s trust.”
“Thanks, Ned. Here’s the thing. Ever since I bonded with the Creep, I’ve been . . . I don’t know. I’ve been feeling a mind in the Creep. The Creep carries thousands, if not millions of minds in it. After bonding with the Creep, I could touch those minds, at least a little bit. They’re not whole minds though. They’re not aware of who they are or where they are. They don’t know why they’re trapped in the Creep. They’re like fragments of people. Trapped, in what we call the long nightmare, experiencing hallucinations. Sometimes good ones, but bad ones too.
“But there’s a mind in the Creep that isn’t a fragment. It’s whole, and it’s strong. It’s strong enough that it can control Creepers to a degree that I’ve never seen. I’ve fought powerful people who could make the Creep swarm and send vicious monsters after me. This though, this mind, it feels like it can do even more. It feels like, given enough time, it could control the whole thing. Every inch of the Creep.”
There’s a long pause before Dodger asks, “Jackie, how’s that possible? From what we know about the Creep . . .”
“I know. Certain clusters, like the Northwest Creep Colony, control parts of the Creep. We’ve always thought of the Creep like a biological network, and that’s still true, but it’s become pretty clear to me that there’s something stronger inside of it.” She pauses, taking her time as she chooses her next words. “I still don’t know what happened to cause the August War and what human beings did to bring the Creep here, but I’m sure it had to do with experiments with Pocket Space. The Creep started being created in our world because we triggered something, so we have to turn off the trigger. But something else happened when we opened that doorway. Something else came through. It’s that thing that came through that is trying to get control the entire Creep, if it doesn’t have control already.
“I’ve seen visions of it, this one, huge eye surrounded by a thousand smaller eyes, and tendrils squirming out of them as this huge mass falls out of the sky. But the last time I saw that vision, there were thousands of Angels on the horizon, all ready to fight. I think that there’s something bigger happening that we’re barely becoming aware of. We won a war to bring humanity together here in Central, but there’s a bigger war that’s about to come. A war between the Eye and the Angels. I think the Angels have been scavenging technology to get prepared for that war. For a long time, it was just a thought, until I saw that last vision of the two of them about to fight.”
General Martin leans in. “You know I trust you by this point, Jackie. I just want to ask how we know we can trust these visions of yours. Couldn’t they just be hallucinations caused by the Creep? I hope I’m not offending you. I’m just trying to eliminate any other possibilities.”
“I’m not offended. But no, they’re not hallucinations. I’ve had hallucinations. When I fight now, it’s like I can see a second or two into the future and anticipate most of the potential outcomes. These visions feel more like that, like I can see this outcome coming. It’s not just that though. I told you all that there are other minds in the Creep. Fragments. Well, there are other minds in there that are whole. Some people who die to the Creep never fade. They just persist, living on in that sea of minds. I’ve contacted two of them before.” She must see the council’s faces twisting up at the idea, because she holds her hands out. “If you can believe in someone who can fly through the air and open Pocket Space windows without needing any tech, then please believe what I’m saying now. I’ve talked to these minds. They were powerful, powerful people when they were alive, and they saw the Eye too.”
Tommy looks at her. “It’s Judge and Sally, isn’t it.”
She looks down at him. “Yeah.”
He turns to the council. “The five second rundown on that is that Judge and Sally were two Creep infested people who were incredible psychics while they were alive. I’ve personally seen visions of them when I lived back in the Tower, so, as incredible as what Jackie’s saying right now, I’m vouching for her. I think she’s earned that much after defeating Yousef, anyway.”
Neddy raises a hand at the back. “We’ll give you no arguments. Of course, this all sounds incredible, but we live in a world where a disease keeps regenerating over and over, pouring across the country and creating vicious monsters of everything it finds. Jackie, if you say this is a threat, then I believe it’s a threat. The only question we must ask ourselves is what we do now. Do we need to start preparing for a bigger war to come?”
She nods. “Yes, but I don’t know what that means exactly. Not yet, anyway. Here, everyone has to pull together and make everything from Zone Delaware to Fort Silence as secure as possible. I personally think that the Angels are out here, observing the Creep while it’s doing its work and maybe even observing these enhanced human. Maybe they’re trying to take control of the Creep. I don’t know. But that’s the problem. The truth is there is still too much that we don’t know. So, I’m heading back to the Tower where I came from. It’s time to get some answers. After that, we can start really preparing for what’s to come. Because, I think, if we can get rid of the Eye and these Angels, we’ll finally get rid of the Creep. That’s all I’ve been fighting for since I left home.”




Dodger’s Recording 27
It’s just the bunch of us, like old times. Jackie, Tommy, and Me. And Mikey, in our hearts, as we sit in the Green Zone. Jackie smiles as she looks down on the lake and all the people boating across. “This is where he brought me. This is where I started to remember I’m human after all.”
Tommy takes a deep breath. “Mikey had a way of doing that. I remember, back in the Tower, thinking he was the most popular guy around. He could have done anything with that. The guy could have been a complete jerk and gotten away with it. He had a lot of heart, though. He was always looking out for the little guy.”
“I know. That’s why he took the time out to talk to me. He liked asking questions and so did I. He wasn’t the kind of guy to make you feel bad for being yourself.”
“That whole trip down the Tower to rescue him and the other survivors from the old Scavenger team . . . I guess I kept wondering what you saw in him. Even after we found him, it was hard to really connect with the guy. He was so traumatized by what he saw in there.”
I wrap my arm around Tommy’s. “Then he met Cynthia.”
“Yeah. She helped him feel normal again. There wasn’t a day that went by that he didn’t impress me with how positive he was after that.”
“It was a little bit funny how hard he fell for her. I thought he was going to be obsessed over Jackie for forever.”
She laughs. “Well, I’m happy he wasn’t. It was nice to run into him again when he was so at peace.”
Tommy takes a long breath. “So, Jackie. You never actually told us what it was that happened to you at Fort Silence.”
“I didn’t.”
“Did you want to share or is this one of those things you can’t talk about?”
“Never that. Never again, anyway. Not talking is the worst.”
That makes me chuckle. “That’s a big change for you.”
“Yeah, well, not talking turned out to be one of the worst things for me emotionally and in the general category of ‘inadvertently starting wars.’”
“Helped along by Yousef, of course.”
“Sure, but we could have avoided so much trouble if . . . Well, it doesn’t matter. The Sha’b are with us now so, hopefully we never have a repeat of that.”
Tommy nods. “Which is great, but you’re not getting away from this whole flying through the air, burning white fire thing you did.”
“It’s not that big of a deal. You’d already seen me turn into a half monster and bleed red fire from my eyes.”
“You know what you did at Fort Silence was a little different.”
Jackie takes a deep breath before nodding to us. “It was different. And it is hard to describe. I’m completely sure I died again.”
“Did the Creep brought you back? I mean, again.”
“No.” She shakes her head, looking confused. “The Upper Domain. Pocket Space. We’re always talking about how people’s minds get trapped in the Creep. But, from my chats I’ve had with Judge and Sally, they tell me that it’s a little like floating through a pool of minds.”
“Yeah, you didn’t really go into details about that, but it’s kind of a big deal to skip over the fact that you’ve been talking to those two.”
“It’s really not that complicated. Their minds are still in the Creep, much more sane now and unable to ever come back again in physical forms.” She waves her hands. “It doesn’t matter, point is, they’ve said it’s like being able to drift into other people’s memories, like going from one dream to another.”
“And that’s what you felt?”
“Kind of? I just . . . For one minute, I wasn’t here anymore. I mean, I wasn’t here in this reality. I wasn’t alive, not like I know. I felt like I was touching . . .” She chuckles and looks at the ground. “I’m going to feel like an idiot saying this.”
“Well, you’re just going to leave us hanging if you don’t finish your sentence, so don’t overthink it.”
Jackie looks back up. “It felt like touching the universe, maaan,” she says with a laugh. She’s quiet for a little bit after that, and even though she’s still smiling, she looks . . . I guess serious, somehow. Eventually she looks up at the sky, at the sun shining down from the roof of the Green Zone. “I saw more visions. Better ones, I think. But I don’t know if they’re of the future or something else.”
“What are we talking about here?”
“At first I had this this out of body experience. Like, I could see me, or at least what was left of me. But, I could also see what Erin was doing in the Panzer at the same time that I could see Kali fighting on the ground. I could see Judge and Sally standing at the edge of the crater, waiting for me to get up. They were watching me, just like they said they would be. But I also saw . . . things that just make no sense at all. Things that aren’t in our world. These ships like the Dynamis, but bigger and gliding through the stars. A city floating in the sky.”
It’s impossible to disguise the frown that’s on my face. “Was this like some near death experience or something?”
“No. These were different places at different times. I could feel how real they were, like how I feel something when I touch it and feel it in the Upper Domain.” She smiles as she looks at Tommy. “Like I felt you, Tommy, when you saw me get shot out of the sky.”
Tommy coughs a little and looks at the ground as he wipes at his face. “You . . . you felt that.”
“I felt how sad you were. I just had one moment where I felt like I connected with everything in a way that I don’t even really understand yet.” She stops for a second as she stands there, her eyes shooting back to the lake for a second before looking back at us. “I was staring through a window into other places, and I don’t understand how or why. The weirdest part though . . . there was this younger guy, a teenager, staring back at me as I looked into these other places. Like he was connected to other places in the same way I was, and he could see the same things I was seeing.”
I shake my head. “And why’s that important?”
“Because he was doing the same thing I was. Connecting. The same way that I saw him, he saw me.”
“So, there’s someone else out there who can do what you can do?”
“I don’t really know. There’s still a lot to figure out about Pocket Space and how it makes the world work. It’s obviously a lot more important than we used to think.”
“Yeah. Way more important, considering you and Doc Watson said that reality itself is built on top of it.”
Jackie bites her lip for a second as she looks away. “Hey, I um, I’ve got this thing I need to do. Would you guys mind if we meet back up at home? I’ve got to solve one last mystery.”
Tommy chuckles. “I’m not going to pretend like I’m surprised. What’s the mystery?”
“The coordinates that were being broadcast to the Tower originally came from here, in the Green Zone. It was one of the mysteries I always wanted to solve but never got around to when I first arrived. I just want to find where they’re coming from.”
“Sounds like a plan. Fill us in when you get back to the apartment?”
She smiles at us. “Obviously.”




Jackie’s Recording 48
Underneath the Green Zone are the tunnels where the city’s gardens are kept. It’s just endless tunnels of towering stacks of vegetables that are artificially lit and watered using the purified water the city creates. What a lot of people don’t realize is how deep those tunnels go. There are more tunnels beneath those, tunnels where fresh water is sent around the city as part of its water system. But deeper than those, in back tunnels and downstairs that lead beneath the waterbed, are even older tunnels. They form their whole own maze, with the scary part being the fact that they’re no long powered. Everything’s dark. Which is fine for me, I guess. It’s not like I need a fire or a flashlight to get around, not with the lights built into my armor.
As I’m wandering around, I make my own light, navigating the tunnels and following the radio signal that’s getting more and more clear on my earpiece. I originally started heading out east, to Central, once I figured out how to interpret the numbers. Then I just never followed up with any of it. I got diverted north by signals from Highpoint. That left this one last mystery unsolved. So, I’m standing there in the dark, listening to the numbers and remembering how chilling the voice on the other end is.
Begin Transmission
4, 0, pause, 4, 7, 4, 2
7, 3, pause, 5, 8, 3, 0
7, 3, pause, 5, 7, 5, 4
The tunnels that far down get narrow. They weren’t meant for trains and don’t carry water. They just keep twisting and turning, with only enough space for a few people to stand shoulder to shoulder. After seven hundred years, there’s nothing alive down there. There’s not even Creep to find. It’s more like you’re just taking one long walk into the past, seeing all these machines where people used to work and spend their days making money. As I’m walking around, I can’t help but notice the monitors with the Apeiron company logo on them.
Anyway, I spend enough time  wandering before I finally find my way into an old maintenance tunnel. It’s a lot smaller than the main tunnels and looks like it was mainly for people trying to repair machines running the whole water system running above me. Or maybe for repairing things. While I’m walking through those tunnels, I have my suspicions. I keep wandering through those narrow tunnels, listening as the voice in my ear keeps getting louder and louder, the signal getting clearer, until I finally find a door. When I push on it, it doesn’t resist. It just creaks open and lets me in.
I’m not really sure what I’m expecting to find. What I do find is just an almost entirely empty room. There are a few computers and desks along the walls, but nothing special. At least, that’s what I think at first. Because everything is so dark, it takes me a second to realize that the far wall isn’t actually a wall. It’s a massive all of glass, but I can’t see anything on the other side. That’s how dark it is. Pushed against that glass wall is a huge desk with one central computer terminal on top of it. There’s something else too, this . . . feeling. Pocket Space energy. It’s really intense, and I can actually feel my cells dancing inside of me as I’m standing inside the room.
I feel like I’m having deja vu, a flashback to something I remember seeing back in the Tower. But I also kind of hope I’m wrong. Without wasting any more time, I walk to the computer and tap on the keyboard. When I do, the Apeiron logo, the infinity sign inside of a spoked wheel, lights up the screen for just a second. Then it fades, and all I see are the words, “RESTORE CHAMBER LIGHTS/N ?”
Of course, I tap yes, and when I do, the glass wall in front of me ignites. Massive floodlights start lighting up the interior, and I can’t help but feel my chest tighten up. For the first time, I realize there’s a door leading past the glass wall, onto scaffolding that surrounds a massive, circular chamber. I go through the door and look down, staring into what feels like an endless abyss that plummets into the earth. That’s really not what’s important though. What’s important is the massive device that’s suspended in the middle of the chamber. It runs a few dozen feet above me to what has to be hundreds of feet below ground, maybe thousands. “A Pocket Space engine,” I whisper as I hold onto the railing, remembering the same one that was built into the north end of the Tower. “Why is it here though?”
I stumble back inside, leaving the chamber behind me and returning to the desk. All I can think is that we’re going to have to investigate that. There was more happening between Apeiron and Central than I realized, but I don’t have the ability to understand what it could have been. The old Tower was powered by an engine like the one there, beneath the Green Zone, but the one underneath the zone isn’t powering anything. So, why was it built there in the first place? It’s just one more mystery that’s going to need to be solved. One more problem that we’ll have to tackle. At least, with the Northwest Creep Colony, Tommy will be able to divert more resources to investigating what’s going on below the city.
I’m standing in front of the desk when I finally remember what brought me down that far in the first place. I take another look at the computer and realize there are a few more commands I can enter, including one to shut down an emergency transmission. I assume it has to be the one playing in my ear. So, that’s exactly what I do. I shut down the automated broadcast signal that’s been running for centuries. I’m not sure where the broadcast tower up on the surface is, but it was powerful enough to send a signal hundreds of miles away, to the Tower.
Standing there, it just kind of hits me just how compromised the city was. Just how much everyone started hating Apeiron. I mean, for Carthage to set up a radio broadcast center from down in the guts of the city, at a place where Apeiron had built a gigantic Pocket Space engine, Carthage would have needed to have had the loyalty of workers from around the city. Then again, considering Apeiron created the Towers to basically save themselves and left most of the city to die . . . Well, I guess it’s understandable that so many people were turning on them.
All of that’s running through my head when I look down at the desk and realize there’s a single picture frame there. By the time of the Following Fall, the Old World had mostly moved on to digital images. But old habits die hard I guess, and some people still took pictures. Photos from near the end of the world were layered in special chemicals, so a lot of them managed to survive the centuries if the Creep didn’t get them. That’s the situation with the picture there at the desk, and I take a close look at it, just to see what might be there.
I almost actually stop breathing when I see it.
Four people, two who I’ll never forget. Sally and Judge, from when they were human. But I also recognize the other two people in the picture, from when I was having massive hallucinations in the Tower. It’s Oliver Andrew Judge and Emma Victoria Evans-Judge. Two people I knew as my parents when I shared Sally’s mind in the hallucinations. It’s the Judge family, including their mom and dad. Their mother became part of something important here after escaping the Tower. She must have joined the people investigating this Pocket Space engine.
The second I see the picture, I can’t help but look down and whisper their names. “Sally. Judge.” The instant their names are out of my mouth, I can feel them behind me. Judge announces himself first.
“You can see the fire in her,” he says.
“You’re absolutely radiant,” she says.
“Stop it,” I tell them as I turn around, lifting the photo up to them. “I’m sorry, it’s just this is serious. Here. This is for you. I get that you two aren’t really here, at least, not in the same sense that I am. But, I mean, you’re still here in some sense. So, you should probably see this.”
Sally reaches out and takes the picture. When she does, it takes her a second to process what she’s looking at. When she does, her hand shoots to cover her mouth as she hands the picture off to Judge. When he sees it, he takes a step back, his hand shaking as he looks for Sally. He goes over to her and warps his arm around her as she braces against the wall, his huge cloak hiding her as they hold onto each other.
“I get that you guys are a little . . . not all there, from swimming in the Creep,” I tell them. “But I know you two still love your parents. We knew what happened to your dad, but we never found out what happened to your mom. I remember from Sally’s memories that she got out, and I figured it was to get here. The Green Zone was the fallback point for Carthage’s forces. This was also the place where humanity started to push back against the Creep.”
I take a deep breath as I hear Sally crying, Judge still holding tight to her. “I just wanted to let you know, she made it. And I can’t say anything for certain, but from what I can tell, she started manning things down here, at this Pocket Space engine. There’s a whole new mystery to be solved here, but I wanted you to know she survived.
Sally’s eyes look past Judge’s huge arms around her and just whispers, “Why did you want us to know this?”
I look away for a second to compose myself. “I’m about to go looking for my family, too. To go find my mom and dad. And honestly . . . I’m different now. You can tell that. I’m just not sure how often we’ll talk in the future, just because I’m confident about where I’m going now. But . . . your blood is still in me. I wouldn’t have made it this far without you. So, I wanted you two to know about this. I know you loved your mom, and I just . . . I wanted to give you some closure on this before I go.”
She rests her head on the wall and manages a smile. “Thank you.”
It’s all she says, and after a second of standing there quietly, I just nod my head and walk past them. I’m at the door when I hear Judge’s voice call out to me. “Jackie,” he says, and I look back to where he’s still holding Sally. “On last thanks. We cannot express our full gratitude. You may not need us any longer, because you are now confident in your abilities. However, we look forward to the time when you call upon us again. If you ever need us for anything, we will be waiting.”
“I know,” I tell him with one last smile. “I’m not sure how soon it’s going to be, but I’m sure we’ll see each other again. Until then . . . take care of yourselves, you two.”




Jackie’s Recording 49
I’m standing on the observation deck of a building that’s recently come back to life. Centuries ago, it was visited by thousands of people, every day, just to stand at the top. It hasn’t been the biggest tower in the city for centuries, but it’s gigantic, with its old radio antenna shooting into the sky. If all the old records are right, then once upon a time, the building was going to be used by rich people who’d dock alongside it in airships. Blimps, actually. The place hasn’t been used in hundreds of years, but with the power back on, it’s all come back to life. There may not be much inside, but the elevators still work. I guess I’m not completely surprised then, when I hear the glass doors opening up behind me. It turns out to be Tommy standing there, his hands stuffed down his pockets as he walks across the sunlit rooftop, his thick jacket protecting him from the winds whipping through the air. He gestures around the roof and smiles. “The sun’s out? Someone must have struck up a dark ritual or something. You never see the sun this bright, not even in Central.”
“The clouds have to break sometime, Tommy,” I tell him with a smile.
“I don’t think I’ve ever heard a sentence with more double meaning.” He glances out past me and into the city. “I guess I don’t have to ask you what you’re doing.”
I shrug. “You know.”
“Yeah, I know.”
“But I won’t be gone as long as I was before. I swear.”
“I know you told us what you have to do. I just wish I could’ve gotten it done myself. Dodger’s been dying to see her parents. Gabriel says he’s already got some places lined up to take in the refugees once you get back.” His hands come out of his pockets and sit on his hips as he stands there, staring at me. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed you wearing the mantle around town.”
“Maybe I lied about thinking it was cheesy,” she says with a smile, her white armored hands tugging at the material. “Mandy likes it anyway, and I can’t let her down.”
He looks me right in the eyes. “I’ve never met someone so damned insistent on being humble. It’s okay to like wearing something that recognizes what you got done. I mean, here I am, face to face with the girl who saved the world . . .”
“Okay there, Mr. President,” I laugh at him. “Let’s not oversell things.”
“Well, you certainly saved the world as we know it. There’s not another city like Central Freedom, at least not for a few thousand mile in any direction.”
“I know.”
“You’re never going to like getting praised, are you?”
I fold a curl of my hair behind my ear and smile. “You say it like it’s a bad thing or something.”
“I guess it’s not. We’ve got enough people out there killing for glory. Sometimes it’s nice to have someone fighting for the little guy.”
“Like you.”
“Like us. You’re not going to pawn off everything you’ve done by trying to butter me up.”
“Alright, alright. Like us.”
He motions out to the city. “You said your goodbyes?”
“Kind of. I didn’t come out and say it to most people, but I think they knew. The only person I came out and said it to was Kali, because she would have run the Vanguard halfway across the Deadlands to find me if I hadn’t told her I’d be back.”
“The troops are going to miss you.”
“You’re their leader, Tommy. You and the councils. I’m glad I could inspire them, and I know what it means to them for me to fight with them. It’s just, you’re the one that’s going to make the hard calls about where they should go and when they should fight.” I take a deep breath as I look out to the horizon, staring down on this huge city that stretches out to the river. “You’re going to decide the future for more almost a million people now and make decisions that affect people living from Zone Delaware to Fort Silence. I’m not going to have to worry about any of that being on my conscience.”
“Maybe not for a while. But if this big war you’re worried about does break out . . .”
“Yeah. Well, like I said, I’m going to be back. And soon, since all I’m doing is leaving to bring home our families. After I’m back in town, we can get together and, you know, do one of your rallies and whatever.”
“Oh, you’re actually up for a rally now?” he asks with a laugh.
“Not really, but again, I get why it’s important. I might not like it, but the Angel means something to the city.”
“You actually care about keeping up some appearances now. You’ve grown a lot the last few months.”
I chuckle a little as I look back at him. “In this completely abstract way . . . I love the people of this city. I just plain love the city, Tommy. I’d fight for them against anything.”
“I would too. That was the crazy part about coming out into the Deadlands. I wasn’t expecting to find much out here, and then it turned out that I learned what it means to sacrifice for something bigger than yourself. When you talk about the people around here . . .” He shrugs his shoulder and grins. “I feel like I sound like Gabriel saying this, but I’ve served on the walls with the men and women around here. I’ve defended the city along with them and done as much as I could to help with the government.”
“They saw all of that. You mean something to them.”
“You mean something to them, too. You’re the Angel to them. You inspire them in ways I can’t.”
“But you’ll still be the one who’s inspiring them day by day, making sure they have enough food to eat and a safe place to sleep.”
He rubs the back of his head and grins. “Come to think of it, I don’t think I like getting praise, either.”
“See? What did I tell you?”
“Yeah, alright, alright,” he says with another laugh. A second later, his face goes stony. “Seriously though . . . Do you know how long you’ll be gone?”
“I don’t. It won’t be too long though. There are a few things I need to take care of back at High Point Waystation, plus some other things I need to get done. But . . . I’ll be back, Tommy. And when I come back, it’ll be with all the people we left behind. I promise.”
“Just don’t keep us waiting a year again. Alright?”
“I won’t. I can’t. I mean, we do have another war to be thinking about.”
“And what if something happens here while you’re gone? What if we need your help?”
“You’ve got the militia, the weapons from Fort Silence, and the help of the Sha’b now, not to mention a flying ship. Plus, if you ever get that Panzer working again, I’m not sure what will be able to stop you out here. So, I think you’ll be alright.”
“I’m serious, Jackie. What if it’s something big? Something with the Creep or even the Angels?”
“Then I’ll be here, Tommy. I promise.”
“How will we know you’re back?”
“You’ll know, Tommy,” I tell him as the white fire erupts around me, igniting the ground in two large streaks that flow out and back behind me. Tommy looks down at the ground for a second before laughing.
“Look for the fire, huh?”
“Tommy,” I say with a smile. “I am the fire.”
“Well, you’ll always be Jackie to me. But I also know you’re a hero, and I guess it’s time for me to let go of you for a little while. You’ve got to get back to saving the world.”
I give him one last smile as I walk to the ledge of the observation deck, taking a high step onto the railing so that I’m staring into the maze of streets that lead to the water in the distance. For a long second, I just stand, holding my breath as I look at a city I’ve just really fallen in love with. And just like that, I take a step forward and fall off the edge, the world screaming past me as I plunge story after story. I can see the street below rushing at me, getting larger and larger as I’m streaking toward it. To my left and right, I can see people all along the sidewalks looking up at pointing, staring at me as I rocket toward the ground. Then I breath and look up, my body leveling out until I’m flying above the street again, white fire trailing behind me. I can’t help but smile as people point and wave while I go zooming overhead.
Then, I’m tilting upward, rocketing back into the skies. The world is rushing by again, this time becoming smaller beneath me as I climb into the air. The tallest skyscrapers zip by as I’m flying by them, the skies getting closer and closer as I punch above the city skyline. I clear the tallest buildings, my body pushing higher than I’ve ever traveled before, until even the clouds are passing me by. The world starts to vanish behind me, getting so small that it’s like I’m staring at a miniature model of the city.
To be honest, I can’t help but think about everything that’s happened and everything that’s still going to happen. We defeated one enemy but there are still lots more left to fight. Central Freedom’s safe, but there are still people back in my Tower who need saving. Plus, the Stranger was right. There’s a whole universe out there that doesn’t care whether we exist or not, and there are forces out there that I’m not sure I can completely wrap my mind around yet.
But I care, and I’m willing to fight for the future, and that’s all that matters. And there’s no doubt in my mind that one day, we’ll have to fight. Me, and the Vanguard, at the head of an army of more than a hundred thousand men and women, with the Dynamis to carry us and the Panzer to protect us. I finally get that I’m at the front of this fight, whether I like it or not.
That’s the thing about getting older, I guess. Realizing you have responsibilities not just to yourself but everybody around you. I’m different from when I first climbed down the Tower, from when I first went exploring beneath Floor 21. But, what makes me want to fight for the future is how amazing the world is and just how incredible the universe can be. I know, because I’ve seen it. In a world like ours, people are still carrying on their culture and their traditions. They still love each other and fight and die for one another. Humanity’s just incredible, when it wants to be.
I’m streaking toward the sun when the skies in front of me start to skip, like I’m flying hundreds of feet through the air in seconds. In those instants, when I skip through reality and through Pocket Space, I see stars, like a thousand points of light across the universe. It’s like I’m seeing past all the limits that used to weigh on me, past all the limits the world used to weigh me down with. Then I blink, and that’s all it takes. I’m hundreds of miles from where I started in an instant, with only a single familiar Tower rising in the distance.
I’m going home.
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