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			For myself and all my dreams when I was younger of becoming an author much like those I enjoy to say I did it, and for my doubts to say I told you so



	

Chapter 1

			Randy

			“Death shall always find those who stray from the path of obedience.”

			—Reaper

			My head spun with thoughts; it was almost like I was reliving my life through flashes of memories. It seemed as though everything stood still, yet it all raced around me effortlessly. It was now that I could finally see where it all went wrong, how the choices I made maybe weren’t the right ones, as they had led me to this very moment. I opened my eyes, and the concrete grew ever closer.

			“You ever think that maybe we’re making the wrong decision here?” Melody asked.

			“No. What makes you think that?” I asked.

			“I don’t know … it’s just that Liam is getting more aggressive in his planning. I can’t bear to go on without you, or anyone else.” Her eyes began to tear up.

			“Hey, it’ll be okay. I promise.”

			“Don’t make promises you can’t keep. Last week, James—don’t you think he’s pushing our luck too much?”

			“You might be right.” I pulled her into a tight embrace, “But everything will be fine. Once we’re done tonight, Martec will be no more. Then we can finally be free and get away from all the constant drama. We can—”

			“Yo, lovebirds!” Michael called from the door. “Gametime. Let’s move!”

			Melody looked at me as we walked inside. I could see the worry in her eyes, so I gave her a reassuring nod and a kiss on the cheek before splitting off to my van. The drive to city limits felt longer than it should have. Maybe it was just the nerves. Seventeen years of fighting, and it all came down to tonight. This was where we began a new era.

			The plan was simple: two vans would infiltrate Martec’s HQ. It was a massive building, connected in part for the first few floors before carrying on the rest of the way as two disconnected towers, a bridge on the higher floors aside. The Life Grid servers were in the left tower, so that was the target.

			Two teams against an army. One would get into each security office, dressed as security officers. Once inside, they’d kill the security power and Martec’s comms so that they couldn’t radio to the strike teams. Then my team would quietly make our way into the main server room and shut it down, giving us access to the Life Grid.

			After what felt like an eternity in the back of the van, we arrived with no issues. A knock on the side wall told us we were clear to jump out. The parking garage we were in looked reminiscent of the old world, with concrete everything, faded lines on the ground that told you where to park, and a musty smell unlike anything I was used to. We made our way towards the stairwell door. A single guard stood on the other side. He was quickly shot, and we began the ascent. Every ten floors, there was another guard—, nothing an energy bolt couldn’t solve quietly, yet Liam refused to acknowledge the fact that they may need to check in.

			“Each person you kill is another risk of getting us caught, Liam. Do you not think they might need to radio call? If they don’t respond, someone will come looking, and our cover will be blown.”

			“Well, how else do we get up, Randy? It’s not like we can just waltz past them.”

			“I’m just saying that we need to anticipate less time before all hell breaks loose. I give it five minutes before someone is noticed dead and alarms go off. We still have twenty floors to climb, so it’s going to be a shootout.”

			“Then a shootout we’ll have. We got weapons too, and once their servers are down, their plasma cannons won’t work. That’s why we all have old guns.”

			We made it almost all the way up before alarms began to blare. Only two more floors, so let’s hope nobody is coming down the stairwell. We made it to floor ninety-five, burst through the door, and were greeted with … nothing.

			“Tech, come in tech!” Liam shouted into the radio. “Damn it! Brad fed us wrong info. We gotta get down there and help them.”

			I opened my mouth to speak, but a woman’s voice crackled to life over the building’s intercom system, echoing from every doorway.

			“Well, what a surprise. You foolish terrorists actually thought you had a mole within our company? Pathetic. Your friends are alive—at least, most of them are. A strike team is en route, so don’t fight back or I won’t hesitate to shoot everyone here.”

			The voice faded, and we all just stood in silence, not knowing what to say. I trembled just at the thought of what might happen. Regret washed over me like a tsunami. I told Melody everything would be fine, and now she’d been caught, probably fearing for her life with a cannon to her head. It was my fault., I should have listened to her and left.

			Finally, Michael spoke up. “So is this it? This how it ends? They’re gonna publicly execute us, and you know it.”

			“No, we fight our way out of this. Anyone of us who dies is just more fuel for the others to keep fighting,” Liam responded coldly.

			“What is wrong with you, Liam?” I asked, storming towards him. “They have our friends and family down there. If we fight, they’re all dead! I should have listened to Thomas and stayed back at base, shouldn’t have brought myself and Melody down with you.”

			“You’re so caught up in this fantasy that everything ends well for all of us. Martec is a bunch of liars, and you of all people should know that. Michael is right—if we do nothing, we’ll be executed, and all this will be for naught. I thought you wanted to spark change. I thought you were willing to do whatever it takes.”

			“I did and still do, but I’m not going to risk losing Melody.”

			“So you’d give up all we fought for just to be with your girlfriend?”

			“Yeah, I would. She’s everything to me. I can’t lose her. I won’t lose her!”

			“Then I’m sorry,” Liam stepped towards me, “but I can’t let you stop what’s about to happen.” His fist came soaring towards my face. I ducked out of the way and took a few paces back.

			“We don’t need to fight; I just wanted to try and rationalize with you,” I pleaded, but Liam threw another punch. This time it landed hard on my jaw. I stumbled back, only to be greeted with another blow to the gut. This time I retaliated, lunging forward, grabbing Liam, and throwing him to the ground. Next thing I knew, Michael was pulling me off him, my fist and his face both dripping with fresh blood.

			“All right, Randy, you made your point.” Michael patted me on the back and then helped Liam up. “You want to apologize? Either of you?”

			“We’re wasting time, Randy. You can’t stop us from going down there. So, if you want to save Melody, come with. If we don’t fight, we all die for nothing.” Liam wiped the blood from his face and stood ready to throw another punch. “Come to your senses. Don’t let love blind you. We’re fighting for everyone here, not just ourselves.” He grinned, the blood slowly dripping in between his teeth.

			I cocked back the bolt on my rifle to load a round in the chamber, inciting a wince from Liam. “Let’s tear them down and hope you’re right.”

			“I was hoping you’d come to your senses.” He turned towards the door. “We kill every one of these scumbags. No mercy!”

			Everyone cheered except me. Melody was right—Liam was losing it, but there was no turning back now. We barged into the stairwell, armed and ready. The sounds of Martec soldiers shouting below us was getting ever closer. Then the first bolt was fired. It found its mark in Michael’s head, and he doubled over, tumbling down the stairs. Utter chaos ensued.

			Bolts flew and bodies fell on both sides. It was a quick skirmish, and Martec’s soldiers were dead, but our band of twenty was down to ten. We stormed down towards the lower floors, unsure where our friends were or if they were even still alive. My head raced and I felt blood leaving my brain at the very thought of Melody being dead, so I pushed it out of my mind as best I could.

			Once we were on floor seventy-five, voices could be heard on the other side of the door. Although they were muffled, it was clear that someone was angry. Liam signalled us to stop, and we crept closer to the door.

			“Unless you get word from Alpha team in the next two minutes, shoot them.”

			That was all it took. Liam looked up at me, knowing what I was about to do. I shot the door handle and kicked it wide open. Inside were many armed soldiers, Melody, and the rest of our friends, as well as a woman in a long white overcoat who stood near a console with a microphone.

			My blood was boiling, and without a second thought, I aimed at the guard closest to Melody and fired, then turned my sights on the rest. By the time they had their weapons raised, I had already dropped three of them, and Liam came barging into the room with everyone else, all heavy on the trigger. The guards fired back, although many shots missed their mark. I ran towards a desk for cover, still blindly firing towards the enemy. Not five seconds later, the shooting stopped. I looked out over the desk. To my horror, the only people alive in the room were me, Liam, Melody, white coat lady, and a couple of our new recruits.

			Liam approached the woman in the overcoat while I rushed over to Melody and embraced her. It was as if everything but us had faded away for a few fleeting moments before the loud blast of a rifle snapped me back to reality. I looked up and saw Liam sauntering towards us.

			“Hey, servers are on floor seventy,” he said. “We gotta get moving before more soldiers come.”

			“How did you get her to tell you?” I asked, looking at her body lying still on the floor.

			“I told her I wouldn’t hurt her,” he responded coldly. “Now let’s get moving. Everyone grab a gun.”

			I got up, untied Melody, and walked over to the door, where Liam now stood.

			“Why?” I asked him. “Why tell her she’d be fine and then kill her? That’s just cruel.”

			“It was the only way I could get information. Now are you going to stop crying about everything?”

			“You killed her after you had what you needed. I thought we were doing this to be better than them.”

			“This is just what happens to scumbags who think they can control everything forever and masquerade as saviours when they know it’s them who put us in this damn mess.” Liam walked into the stairwell and signalled everyone to follow. “Now quit being such a wimp and let’s get moving. There is no better in war Randy, only survivors.”

			He was right, they were cruel, but some people just worked there and probably didn’t know the horrors going on behind the scenes. Begrudgingly, I followed him. Melody squeezed in beside me and grabbed my hand. It was comforting, although neither of us said a word.

			We crept into floor seventy. The servers for all Martec lay right before our eyes behind reinforced glass, and about fifty soldiers all aimed straight at us.

			“Drop your weapons!” one of the guards shouted. I saw Liam twitching, eager to make the first shot and start another skirmish. But he knew as much as the rest of us it would be a death sentence to fight this many of them with no cover. As our guns clattered to the floor, I could feel Melody trembling beside me. My heart had shattered once more knowing my promise would be broken, and her blood would be on my cold dead hands. “Let’s just ice ‘em right now and tell the cops they fired on us first.”

			“You won’t be doing anything of the sort,” a familiar voice called from behind me. My heart skipped a beat. “We’ll deal with them properly.”

			The soldiers lowered their weapons and cops circled around us. The cop who came to put cuffs on me wouldn’t look up. He seemed to be trying to avoid eye contact.

			“Hello, Daniel. Been a long time,” I said.

			“You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be appointed for you,” he responded.

			“Come on, is that really how you want our first meeting in—”

			“I said be quiet. Now let’s get moving.” He pushed me towards the soldiers. “Is the elevator working? I don’t want to risk the stairs with the prisoners.”

			The soldier turned towards a man in a technician’s uniform before turning back and saying, “Yeah, you’re good to go.”

			The officers walked us into the elevators. It was a quick descent, yet it felt like an eternity. It had glass walls and ran on the outside of the building, so the view of the city was nice with all the lights, almost soothing. The way the lights tickled my eyes amongst the darkness of the night reminded me of my grandparents’ apartment, at least the little bit I could remember from before the blast.

			Beyond the city wall, however, there was a different feeling. There was a sense of despair when looking out at the deadlands, a place truly tormented by the New Dawn. I thought that tonight we would make the city our home once more. But taking one last look at the city lights, I knew that home would either be behind bars or something we’d never have to worry about again.

			Once on the ground floor, we were marched to the police cars and shoved in the back. I had two new recruits beside me, which made it a rather uncomfortable ride.

			The police HQ looked ominous, standing at one hundred stories tall, with all-glass outer walls, but I suspected it was all safety glass. They wouldn’t want people to smash the windows and jump.

			I saw Melody for a brief second before the fun began. Her face hung heavy with sorrow. A stream of tears had flowed down her cheeks and settled on the collar of her shirt. Her long, brown hair was burned in places and stained a dark red in others. I tried to call to her, but she was gone before I could form a single word.

			They took me first and scanned my fingerprints and eyes, took my mugshot, and threw me into an interrogation room, cuffing me to the table. A simple metal table, which I was chained to, and two metal chairs occupied the room. I guessed the movies were right about that. The walls were barren white, apart from the floor-to-ceiling window to my right, and a mirror on my left. The wall opened in front of me, and Daniel strode in, calm and collected as always. He sat in the chair across from me as the wall closed and became just a wall again.

			“I had to fight hard to be the one in here with you. Chief thinks I’m the best fit for this, thankfully. This is just a simple questioning on events for which we have evidence of your involvement, or we suspect you were a part of. Answer truthfully, and there may be something in it for you,” he said, emotionless and cold.

			“And if I lie?” I asked.

			“Then you will be punished even more harshly. You will go through the memory extractor tomorrow so don’t bother lying.”

			“Fine, ask away then.”

			“September 16, 2162. You and your accomplices attacked an armored vehicle, killed the drivers and guards, then made off with the truck. What part did you play, and did you kill anyone?”

			“I was the driver, and Liam had said nobody would die that day. I felt terrible, even though I never killed anyone.”

			“Right,” he scoffed. “What was inside that truck that you needed so badly?”

			“It wasn’t about what we needed. It was about taking the weapons and technology before it could get to Martec.”

			“That truck was not Martec—it was Black Hawk. How were you stopping it from getting to Martec?”

			“And who funds them? Where does Martec get their weapons from? Black Hawk was instituted as the only weapons manufacturer allowed to operate, and you think there’s nothing fishy about it?”

			Daniel stood up and paced the room before sitting back down. His emotionless demeanor remained firm. “All right, fine. Next question: January 29, 2163. You were seen on camera entering the election hall at 11:47 a.m. Nobody else left the building until you eventually did at 12:23. Five minutes later—” The recording showed the building exploding, the dust settling, and then the ruins. “What happened in there?”

			Tears welled in my eyes, “I lost my best friend that day, because Martec somehow knew I was going to meet him and decided to frame us for murdering presidential candidates. It’s the perfect cover too, cause after that, they silently took over and there hasn’t been a president in years. Sure, we have a ‘government,’ but every person on that panel is handpicked by Martec.” I looked up at Daniel. “You think I would have the heart to do that?”

			“Well, you were the only person who entered that building and walked away from it still breathing, so yeah, I think it was you, because you decided to go down this path of terrorism. For what, huh? Why did you have to only focus on losing Mom?” He slammed the table. “Why did you have to make our situation seem so much worse than it was”

			“Oh, so just because you were too blind to see what they did, I’m the terrorist! You have no right to say that to me! You’re the one working with the people who blew up half the planet!”

			“Enough with the conspiracies. You know it was a rogue AI. Stop looking for someone to blame.”

			“Well, who would have made that AI? Because isn’t it at least a little suspicious how once it happened, they stopped all work on AI? Or how about the fact that you can’t find anything to even suggest they made AIs at all?”

			“There’s no proof they did it, and I was there that day too, in case you forgot.”

			His voice became sullen as he paced once again, and before I could stop myself, I said, “Well, if you were there, then why have you just forgotten about Mom?” That was it—I’d taken it too far. He turned to face me, fuming.

			“What did you just say?” He stomped over to my side of the table and grabbed me by the collar. “Did I forget about Mom?”

			I didn’t mean to go there. I really should have just apologized, but it was like the rage had possessed my mouth. “Yeah, did you forget they had a chance to save her but turned their backs? That you turned your back on—”

			He smashed his fist into my already bruised and sore jaw. I slipped from his grip back onto the chair.

			“We were children! I tried so hard to take care of you!”

			The wall opened and two officers came rushing into the room.

			“I never turned my back. Don’t ever say that!”

			The officers grabbed at him, trying to hold him back from striking me again, but he shrugged them off and turned to the door.

			“You never loved her or me!” I shouted as he was walking through the door. I saw him turn around only to be grabbed and held back as the wall slid back into place. Now in silence, I finally calmed down. Left with my thoughts, I realized that I had come off as way too aggressive.

			Time passed, but I couldn’t be sure how much. I watched the city lights go out, so it had to be past midnight. The emptiness of the room was unsettling. My mind darted between thoughts, unable to stay attached to one. Finally, an officer came into the room. His face was covered with a black bandanna, which I thought wasn’t allowed for on-duty officers.

			“Randal Hill?” the officer asked me, looking down at a clipboard.

			“Yeah, that’s me. Am I free to go?” I joked, still a little amped up from my altercation with Daniel.

			“No, you’re going to die.” He dropped his clipboard. What looked like molten metal spread across his body from the back, searing into his skin to create a suit of armour. A blue hue could be seen wherever there was a fold in the armour and where I believed his eyes to be. He reached his arm towards me, and a blade extended from it, the edge lined with the same plasma as energy bolts. He raised it high in the air above me and sent it crashing down. I ducked out of the way as best I could, still chained to the table.

			He looked at me, and I could see the rage in his eyes through the suit. He strode towards me, ready to strike again, and I swung myself under the table, which he sliced in half like butter. I scrambled up on the other side, near the window, realizing he had taken the cuffs out along with the table.

			“Freeze!” an officer shouted, coming through the door.

			“Drop your weapon!” another shouted, with a few more behind her. My assailant turned to face the officers, who now lined the wall. “Drop your weapon or we’ll shoot!”

			“Go ahead and try,” he beckoned. The officers did just that, and an electric whirring filled the air as all their cannons charged simultaneously.

			“Last chance!” one shouted. In response, the armoured man lunged towards them, and a hail of bolts hit his armour. Some bounced off and hit a couple of officers, the rest found a spot in the walls. I didn’t know what to make of the scene before my eyes, and this man—or machine—moved with aggressive force. He charged straight towards the nearest cop, energy bolts bouncing off him in all directions. One by one he severed the cops’ arms, heads, or any other limb that got in the way of his blade. I sat on the floor near the window, the smell of charred flesh creeping into my nose.

			When the last cop fell, the blade retracted back into his arm. My eyes locked with those of an officer’s head that had rolled just in front of my feet. My assailant’s large metal hand was suddenly around my throat, and I couldn’t breathe. Desperately clawing and gasping for air, I flailed, but it was hopeless.

			“Martec wants you for some reason, but I don’t think you’re the right fit.” He punched the window with his free hand, and it cracked. One more punch and it shattered. Amazed at his strength and knowing this was it, I stopped fighting. I went limp and accepted my fate, but I now knew I was right to fight Martec if they had this kind of super soldier. If only Daniel knew the kind of monsters he put his trust into. “See you in hell,” he said as he dropped me out the window. I felt weightless for just a moment before the rush of wind hit me. Memories came flooding before my eyes like a dream.

			***

			I awoke to the hot morning sun pouring in through the window. I rubbed my eyes and looked at the clock, which read 1:02 a.m. Strange. I walked towards the window to see what was going on, because the sun shouldn’t have been up that early. A bright cloud rose high into the sky; it looked like a mushroom. My eyes started to hurt, so I had to look away. The door opened and Mom came rushing into the room.

			“Come on,” she said, hastily grabbing my hand. She dragged me and my brother into the basement, locking the door behind us. The house shook, and I jumped into her arms for comfort. Not a word was said. She turned on the TV and flipped through the channels, despite them showing nothing but static, until finally the words “EMERGENCY BROADCAST” appeared on the screen in bright red lettering.

			“Citizens of the United States of America. Our democracy is under attack. A nuclear missile has been detonated in DC, and our president is dead. We have contingencies in place and are retaliating; however, it seems that more missiles are headed this way, and we believe the targets to be areas with high population density, such as New York, Los Angeles, and other major cities. Please find shelter outside the city, and may God be with you all.”

			The TV cut to static again, and Mom had her hands over her mouth, with tears in her eyes.

			“What’s going on, Mama?” I asked her, not knowing why she was crying or what the man on the TV had said.

			“Nothing, baby; everything will be okay. We just need to stay down here for a little while, okay?” She wiped the tears from her eyes. “Can you go and get the pillows and blankets out of the laundry room for me? We’re going to have a sleepover.”

			“Okay!” I leapt from her arms and ran towards the laundry room, thinking, this sleepover is going to be fun! We hadn’t had one in a long time. I returned with the blankets and pillows. My mom was no longer crying but was whispering something to my brother: “Hey, wanna help me set up the bed?”

			“Yeah, I’ll help you.” He said, his voice a little deeper than usual.

			We laid out three blankets as a mattress and six pillows. I curled up in between the two of them and closed my eyes as mom pulled a fourth blanket over us.

			When I woke up, I was standing in line at a relief centre with my brother.

			“Next!” a man shouted. We walked towards the counter, where he gave us a confused look. “Where are your parents?” he asked.

			“Our mom is dead. We need somewhere to go,” my brother said to him.

			“Well, what are your names and how old are ya?”

			“I’m Daniel Hill, thirteen years old. This is my brother, Randal Hill, and he’s ten.”

			“Right, I’ll see what I can do. Go wait over there, why don’t ya.”

			So we did. We sat and waited for three hours. Nothing. Nobody came to talk to us or even acknowledged we were there. Finally, a man who looked like a soldier came up to us.

			“You kids—what are you doing here?” he asked us sternly.

			“That man told us to sit over here,” I said, pointing towards the place where the line was.

			“Hate to break it to you, but there’s nothing we can do. You kids need a guardian for us to register you for care.”

			“But our parents are dead. We have nobody to take care of us, sir.” Daniel was about to cry as he spoke to the man.

			“I’m sorry, but rules are rules.”

			Just like that, we were shuffled out of the centre and left on the streets.

			“Why won’t they help us?” I asked Daniel.

			“I’m not sure, but it’s fine. They’re cleaning up the city, so we can go find a place soon.”

			***

			The world began to spin, and I felt a strong wind against my face. I closed my eyes in hopes it would stop, but when I opened my eyes again, I saw that I was falling towards the concrete below, which grew ever closer. Those were my final moments. I had led a life that could have been a whole lot better. Now I’d never get to see Melody again, and it was all my fault that she was now either locked up for good or about to be in the same position I was in. “Goodbye,” I whispered as I hit the ground.

			



	

Chapter 2

			Daniel

			“Humanity is acquiring all the right technology for all the wrong reasons.”

			—R. Buckminster Fuller

			I charged headlong into the room, cannon drawn. A tall machine-looking man with a thick set of armour all over him and a blue hue coming from every overlap in that armour stood menacingly beside the broken window. He looked up at me as I prepared to fire.

			“Sullivan sends his regards.” He jumped out the window and flew away, with jets on his feet and back. I was left standing in the broken window, the hot air and disgusting smell left by the jets lingered in my nose. I turned around as more officers entered the room, the sound of broken glass crunching beneath their feet as they stepped over the bodies of our comrades. They looked around, echoing a chorus of who, what, and why. I looked around the room, Randy was nowhere to be seen.

			“Move! I need to get downstairs!” I shouted, shoving people out of the way. My heart was racing faster than ever before. I was running so fast, I felt like I wasn’t even in control of my own legs. They moved, but I wasn’t thinking about moving them. All I thought about was Randy. Usually, I could keep my cool if someone was hurt or dead, but this was different. It was like a crushing weight had been placed on my heart. I found it hard to breathe, and everything around me was just a blur. Muffled voices faded away as I ran past.

			“No!” Before I knew it, I was outside, where a disfigured body lay in the street, only his head and upper torso intact. “Randy?” All I could do was stand and stare—not moving, not blinking. His lifeless eyes seared a hole into my soul. I couldn’t even begin to fathom him being dead. Sure, I didn’t like the choices he’d made—committing to a lifestyle that went against our order, but he was my brother. I was ready to fight for him, try to get him rehabilitated or something. Now he was gone, out of reach forever.

			A hand found my shoulder. I looked over to see Captain Fredrickson beside me, his eyes unwilling to meet mine.

			“I know this may be hard, but it’s for the better. He did terrible things. If I could, I’d end those other terrorists up there all the same. But until I get the okay, they’re locked up.”

			My blood began to boil hearing his words. My brother lay dead on the ground before us. People finally arrived and began to cover his body. I wanted nothing more than to knock the captain’s teeth out, but I also wanted to know who had done it. “What happened up there?” I asked.

			“I don’t know, some man or machine apparently. Broke in, killed a bunch of good officers up there, threw your brother out the window, and left.” He paused a moment before continuing. “Their funeral will be in a few weeks. I ask that you be willing to attend.” The rapid turnover from their death to a funeral being planned was a luxury held by those augmented by Martec. Their systems knowing everything about everyone in order to calculate the best date and time for a funeral was shockingly invasive.

			“I can’t even have a funeral for my brother, and I’m expected to be at theirs?”

			“Well, they died heroes, and—”

			I pushed past him and stormed off.

			“I’ll be back tomorrow. Clock me out for the day. I don’t care.”

			Once I got home, I didn’t feel like doing anything. I just lay down on the couch and took the time to process everything that had happened. I stared at the ceiling, aimlessly pondering my place in this desolate world.

			After finally passing out on the couch, I was awakened by a knock on my door. Begrudgingly, I stood up to answer it. A man, shorter and older than me, stood there with a lightly crinkled envelope.

			“You are Daniel Hill, correct?” he asked me.

			It was a moment before I responded. “Yeah. Why?”

			“A letter for you. From someone very dear.” He handed me the letter, and I looked at the front. Daniel was written on it, clearly in Randy’s handwriting.

			“I don’t care what it says. I don’t want it,” I said, handing
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