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The Cast

William Marconi/ S.S.C. Unit 21: a former member of the UNR’s Super Soldier Forces. The first cyborg to ever defect. 

Captain Joseph Halsey: leader of the resistance group known as the Crimson Angels.

Sergeant Gabriella Neeson: daughter of the deceased Robert Neeson, former head scientist of the UNR. Co-leader of Crimson Angels.

Lieutenant Jacob Neeson: brother to Gabriella, and fellow co-leader. 

Alexander Waltz: tech expert for the Crimson Angels.

Airman Patrick Noels: top pilot for the Crimson Angels.

Nusaybah Jinnah: daughter of Khalid Jinnah, Iranian freedom fighter.

Adar Hamid: Iranian freedom fighter.

Private Brielle Tremblay: Canadian Special Forces, protégé of Alex.

Private Saskia Tremblay: Canadian Special Forces, second-in-command.

Chancellor Carl Venloran: unrivaled commander of the United Nation Republic.

Chancellor Aide James Kearney: personal assistant to the Chancellor.

Aliss Howard/S.S.C. Unit 3-05: head commander of the elite cyborg fighting force known as the New Rough Riders, as well as the Super Soldier Psychoanalyst (SSPA).

Marisol Leone/S.S.C. Unit 37: long term servant of the Crusaders, a UNR cyborg branch dedicated to overseas operations.

Captain Wesley Howarth: head director of the Public Services and Inquires Division (PSID). The government agency is dedicated to investigations and monitoring public broadcasts. Real identity: Damien Marconi, last surviving child of Will Marconi.

General Gavin Kane: founding member of the UNR Party and senior member of the Cabinet. First specimen of WP-IV.

Admiral Armando Montalbán: founding member of the UNR Party and senior member of the Cabinet. UNR Navy Commander.

Chief of Staff of the UNR Air Force Denis Lawson: founding member of the UNR Party and senior member of the Cabinet. UNR Air Force Commander.

Chief Secretary of Commerce Matthew Redford: founding member of the UNR Party and senior member of the Cabinet. UNR Economics Advisor.

Steve Oswald: host of the hit UNR show The Essential Globe

End of Knighthood Part II: The King’s Move

The freedom fighters have suffered horrid losses in their failed attempt to best the Chancellor. Although many were killed in the battle, many were also captured, including Jacob Neeson. Will is determined to crash the International Summit in a last-ditch effort to win, but his quest for justice has led him to the darkest place he’s ever known. He, like every other soldier in this fight, must decide how far he’ll go to see the mission through.

Prepare for the finale to the End of Knighthood arc!
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​​​Chapter 1 – Survive
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October 23, 2065 – The Allegheny River 

A raccoon rummaged the shoreline for anything it could make a quick meal of. The night air was alive with the call of frogs, and the little hunter was sure they were nearby. They would be small and slippery, but they also couldn’t do much once in the grasp of the agile mammal. Going by sound, the raccoon neared its next meal. Before it could focus on closing in, though, a different sound was picked up by its acute ears. Splashing from the river.

The raccoon inspected the noise, only to be sent scurrying back to the forest as a large creature clambered to the shore. The frogs also scattered, ending their mating calls and leaving the night without a song. The creature that had arrived pursued no other animal. This newcomer was just as much the hunted as they were.

Patrick was on all fours in his water-logged flight suit. His whole body ached from the excruciating swim. Worse yet, the passing wind made him shiver and his teeth chatter. Feels like I’m inside of a fucking freezer. What he wanted more than anything was to curl up into a ball and wait for the sun’s rays to warm him. Whilst he entertained the idea, his logical side was quick to put it down.

Dawn’s pretty far off, he reminded himself, but resting is still an option. He was laying in mud and reeds, a fine bed for his purposes.

All thoughts of recuperation vanished when he heard helicopter blades. Instinctively, he felt where his handgun should’ve been, but he came up with nothing. Probably at the bottom of the Allegheny, just like my Peregrine. It was the only flag he needed. 

Patrick bolted into the forest. His soggy socks squeezed water between his toes with each step and his leg muscles still burned from their earlier exertion. Push it, asshole! he told himself this over and over. He heard creatures scurrying to get out of his way.

Despite all his running, the sound of the helicopter blades did not get farther away. Oh, God, please, please! Not again! His lungs wheezed, and his muscles cried out for him to stop. His clothes felt heavy on him, weighing him down. No time now. Just keep going.

His peripheral vision dared him to look back, and he couldn’t stop himself. He thought he’d covered a good amount of distance, but it was hard to tell within the endless trees. His already strained heart almost stopped: a bright searchlight was combing the shoreline where he’d just been.

Patrick thought back to the day the UNR had broken down the door to his quarters and dragged him helplessly out of bed. The day he’d witnessed countless soldiers being shot on sight, and the last day he’d seen Robert Neeson alive. Back then, he’d assumed it was his last day on Earth. He would’ve been right, too, if not for the intervention of the cyborg Will. This time, conversely, he was on his own. The last time he’d seen his friends they were being hunted down like dogs. Just like before. No one was coming to save him. He ran with all he had left.

In his attempt to go even faster, barely giving his eyes time to make out his surroundings, Patrick’s shoulder collided with a thick tree. The sturdy wood didn’t break or even budge, but the same couldn’t be said for Pat. His weakened body crashed to the leaf litter on the ground.

His heart was beating out of control and the shadowy forest was now a slosh of images. He still knew the warmth on the side of his head had to be blood. Pat also heard footsteps crunching down on leaves, not more than a few feet away. While lying there so helpless, he had the most despondent of thoughts: Maybe they’ll just shoot me on sight. His body was in agony, and so he no longer cared. If the others had gotten away, he took solace in knowing his death had accomplished something. Patrick closed his eyes. 

***
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GROVEPORT, OHIO

What a fucking gyp, thought Ewan as he walked through the parking structure. It was fifteen minutes from last call, but he’d decided to hell with four in the morning. He had expected gorgeous-single women in droves at the city’s latest club downtown. After all, the reviews had been glowing and he’d gone all out with a silver Armani suit with a light purple shirt. Ewan had even gone with the casual no-tie look to no avail. Topped off by his expensive watch, he’d thought for sure he would get at least a phone number.

Instead, he’d been subjected to endless couples and groups of women with their friends. Every invitation to dance or even talk had ended with a solid, ‘Sorry, I’m with my friends tonight’ or one of its variants. Liquid courage had not been of any real aid either. Twenty dollar shots, for fuck’s sake! He kept thinking of the bill as he walked on. The receipt was in his pocket, right next to the lint and gum wrappers. Ewan was thinking ahead, though. Get some sleep, and in the morning, we’ll find way to make this tax deductible for next year.

At last he saw his car, a Lambo-XL7. It was more compact than its predecessors and the fastest model by far. He still relished the day he drove it off the lot, thinking it would melt many hearts. In all that time, however, the only woman who’d sat on the leather seats was his mother.

Ewan unlocked the car and hopped inside. He shut the door but didn’t start the car immediately. Admittedly, he’d been a little buzzed on the walk back to the car, so he sat there using his tried-and-true technique of blasting the air conditioning while trying to find the right radio station. Normally some heavy metal ringing in his ears would pump him up, but tonight he felt something different was in order. Ah, here we go. EDM it is.

Just as he relaxed, the passenger door opened and a woman sat in the luxurious leather seat. 

“Hey, what the fuck are you doing in my car you crazy bi—” Ewan began before a blade was at his throat. It wasn’t a simple dagger, though that would already be terrifying enough. No, this was a lot bigger. Ewan froze. His first instinct was to get a look at his attacker, but he felt the blade move just a little closer.

“Keep your eyes forward and shut that shit off!” she commanded.

Ewan obeyed and turned the radio off. Sweat poured out of his body, staining his shirt all over. His hands trembled, but he felt the blade lower slightly.

“I can go to an ATM and take out everything I got. I have thousands I can give you!” he said in rapid breaths.

“No shit. The car is a dead giveaway. I doubt you’ve ever been in a situation like this. You’re thinking: ‘how can I get out of this?’ Understandable, and, honestly, I don’t know much about this car. Maybe it has a panic button like the Tesla Model X that you’re just dying too push first chance you get. Let me fill you in on something: that is an 1840 Cavalry Saber at your neck. Do you know that means?”

Ewan thought to himself and his assailant waited patiently. After almost a minute passed, it hit him. The intruder could hear the gasp he tried to keep quiet.

“You’re...you’re a cyborg, but why are you here? You’re not the one they’re looking for.”

“True, very true, and I won’t bore you with the details. Just know this, no matter how clever you think you are, I will notice if you try to flag someone. If you do, I will go out of my way to maim or kill you before they come remotely close to rescuing you. I don’t even need this sword. I could crush your face with one hand.”

“You want the car? I’ll hand it over and say I just found it gone.”

“Nope. As it stands, I need you for a few favors. Believe me when I say this, killing you and taking this car would be another thing for me to worry about. I don’t want your car or your money. All I want are these favors and after I will let you go. No bullshit. I gain nothing from offing you, so I’d prefer not to. I will only hurt you if you make this difficult. Simple enough, right?”

Ewan was holding in his piss with all his might. “Y-yeah, yeah, simple. I won’t try a thing.”

He was ready to empty his bladder when he felt the blade lower entirely. Ewan knew if she was indeed a cyborg as she said, then the woman could kill him any second. Still, not having the sword to his throat made a stark difference in terms of comfort.

Well, if my life is on the line, I at least want to see the face of the person who offs me. He went for it.

Ewan looked to his right and saw the face of a beautiful woman with jet black hair and moderately tanned skin. Over her right eye, however, was a red bandanna. The garment did not hide the blood seeping down her cheek like a tear. The coat and armor were unmistakable. She really is a cyborg.

“If you keep staring at me, I’m going to make it even and rip out one of yours. Which eyeball do you prefer, left or right?”

Ewan turned away, all at once embarrassed and terrified. He searched for the right words.

“Sorry. So...do you want to know my name?” he pondered. 

“What the hell for? Save it for the next lucky girl.”

“Oh,” Ewan said, resting his hands on the steering wheel, “straight to business then. What are these favors of yours?”

“Like I said, I don’t want any of your money and that’s true, but I need you to drive me somewhere. Sadly, I hear the gas mileage on this thing is terrible.”

Ewan offered up a phony laugh, something he knew wasn’t required but felt inclined to give anyway. “What’s the destination?”

“New York City, and I need to get there by tomorrow night. Think you can handle that?”

Ewan thought about those five hundred or so miles he had to travel. Drive for a bit and I get to live. Sounds easy peasy.

“That I can. Let’s get started,” he said cheerfully.

His newfound ‘friend’ stared at him, and Ewan was ready for a verbal lashing or a broken finger. What did I do?

“Great to hear. First thing in the morning, you’ll buy me some new clothes and after you can get some sleep. Second thing, we both know this going to be a long trip. Do not do that fucking laugh or fake-ass smile ever again in my presence, got it? It makes me uncomfortable.”

Ewan didn’t know how to reply and decided to go with a simple nod.

***
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DETENTION CENTER CELL, UNR Headquarters

The Detention Center had been repaired down to its finest details after Unit 21 had bloodied its halls. The Wolf was, ideally, far away from the location, but ever since the refurbishment there were now double the soldiers present.

All the additional security in the country can’t hide what happened here. These levels are cursed, Damien contemplated as he trekked down the hall. On the floor beneath him was the esteemed General Berenger and seven doors down was the yet another former Cabinet member. He approached cell no. 0221 with all the trepidation of a man marching to his own execution.

The soldiers at the door instantly recognized him and saluted.

“Head Director, sir!” the lieutenant greeted. “We weren’t expecting you. Have you come to watch the show?”

“Actually,” Damien began, “I’m here for questioning.”

Speak of the devil, a terrible scream pierced the air. The soldiers couldn’t contain themselves, either smiling or outright laughing. Damien kept a straight face, but his heart bounded uncontrollably. The screaming did not cease.

“Questioning? Sir, we were informed that his interrogations were all wrapped up. I told the boys they could do as they pleased until he’s good for the incinerator.”

“And I just got done looking over the reports from the very operation where his info came into play. Do you have more questions for me, Lieutenant Lyndon?”

Damien kept his voice rigid, but his hands were sweating within his gloves. The screaming continued undeterred.

“No, sir. Allow me. I apologize for my lack of decorum.”

Damien didn’t bother replying and waited for Lyndon to open the door for him. Inside was an observation room, as plain and cold as the hallway. What it did have was a see-through mirror that displayed the show a dozen troops were cheering on.

Dylan had been tied to a steel chair in nothing but his briefs. The legs of said chair had been placed under his armpits and now one soldier, a man no older than Damien, was tipping it backward toward the ground. Dylan’s back was being bent along with it.

“How far can he go?!” exclaimed one troop.

“A hundred bucks on his back snapping in under a minute.”

“Jackass, he isn’t gonna last ten seconds.”

Lt. Lyndon ignored them all and pressed a button close to the mirror. 

“Private, let him be for now. The Head Director is on deck and he needs to see the bastard.”

The soldier inside gave up the sadistic game without debate. McGinley, a few seconds away from a splintered vertebra, fell forward onto his face and lied flat on the wet floor. With the hollering now gone, the chamber was quiet as a tomb.

“Do you need accompaniment, sir?” Lyndon asked.

The head director tossed him a stare of indignation before answering. “What I need is for all of you to clear out. And cut the prisoner loose for now.”

The order was passed along and all the troops filed out. The one who’d been in the midst of pushing Dylan’s spine to its limit severed the rope tying him to the chair and then dragged him over to the wall. He slammed McGinley into the solid surface to prop him up.

In light of all the activity, the air was warm, damp, and the hard-concrete floor was still wet from the last hosing. A murky puddle had pooled around the drain in the center of the room. Damien also picked up on the smell of feces. He figured no amount of water pressure could get rid of the stench.

When the door shut, leaving it to the two of them, Dylan arched his neck upward. It took some effort and a lot of pain. Damien stood on the other side of the small space.

“You finally...c-came,” was Dylan’s first utterance. He had bags under his eyes like Damien, but his eyes appeared much more sunken in. His once well-kept hair wavy hair that he prided himself on had been reduced to a field of patches. His tanned skin was now a blend of bruises, all varying in sizes and color. “I figured you would sooner or later, Wes”

Wes, a fraud of a name in itself. About as real as your loyalty. Damien didn’t divulge how much his former friend’s betrayal disturbed him, but he couldn’t avoid asking it: “I came because I want to know why you turned your back on us. Everyone wrote it off as money or a thirst for power, but they don’t know you like I do. Tell me the real reason, Dylan.”

Dylan gazed at him with disdain. “To what end? They finally let me sleep yesterday after three days of agony. Those four hours were heaven. I dreamed of Carly. Our Academy days. Watching you take your first shot.” There was a short-lived twinge of a grin on his face. “They woke me up with a jolt of electricity to my nuts. Does me telling you give you some sort of peace of mind?”

“Even with the intel, we took heavy losses tonight. I’m beyond believing in peace of mind. Dylan, thanks to you, I’m damn near done believing in peace. What point is there in order when your own allies will try to undo it? I trusted—” Damien stopped himself. He was confident the underlings weren’t listening to the conversation of a Cabinet member. He stopped himself for pride’s sake.

“All I want at this point is to understand why you did this.”

“I’ll tell you, Wesley, and let me say that it’s undebatable that I am a traitor. It’s undeniable that I have caused many deaths. All I deserve at this rate is death as well.” Dylan’s eyes ogled the pistol Damien had on his side. “And who better to do it? Could you please? You have high enough of a rank that no one would question it. The scourge that is me would be gone.”

There goes that name again. A blazing falsehood. Damien pondered the proposal. He has nothing left to offer this world. What benefit does keeping him alive bring? The head director unbuckled the holster and placed his hand on the gun.

“You have the floor,” Damien invited.

Dylan licked his swollen lips, knowing full well if he lied, ‘Wes’ would see right through it.

“I followed this path because Gabriella showed me the cracks in the empire, and they can’t be unseen. It’s all a house of cards. The bigger it gets, the more likely the fall. I’ll admit I don’t know when, but it’s inevitable.”

“All on the words of Gabriella Neeson, a traitor with an agenda?”

Damien had heard enough. He was just about to lift the pistol from the holster, but he suddenly stopped. In fact, he buckled it shut once more. Dylan did not have the strength to stand in protest. The best he could do was raise a hand like a beggar.

Damien knelt in front of McGinley and got something from his pocket. At first glance it could’ve been mistaken for a metallic cigarette holder. The box popped open and inside was a single white pill, the size of a pea. When Damien spoke now, it was with an air of sadness.

“Listen, I can’t do it. Even after all you’ve done, there’s...” Damien peered at the double-sided mirror and then continued. “Just take this. It’s potassium cyanide.”

“Wesley, that dosage looks awfully small. Could take a while.” It was clear to the Head Director his old friend was frightened at the prospect of more pain. “If you can’t pull the trigger, just let me borrow your piece and I’ll...”

Dylan cut his suggestion short as Damien glared back at him. He brought the pill closer. “I can’t do that. Last chance, Dylan.”

The man eyed the pill and then snatched his salvation. He gulped it down, and his nose wrinkled at the bitter taste. After a light cough, Dylan gleamed. He offered a hand to Damien, but his former ally only stood. No amount of remorse was going to permit the two to shake hands.

“You protect yourself, Wesley.”

“Good night, Dylan.”

Dylan sighed as he was left in solitude. He made his way to the corner of the cell. He scratched his forearm, weary of the steel chair on the other side of the room. A last meal would’ve been too much to ask I guess. A shot of gin would’ve done just as fine. Dylan rested his head on the wall, hard as granite and cold as ice.

He had no quarrel with using it as a pillow, as he had before. His eyelids became heavy and off he went. The man was fast asleep when a groan of metal startled him. It sounded as if the chair had been dragged across the concrete floor, but when he opened his eyes it was in the exact same spot.

The fluorescent lights caused it to shine brilliantly, almost beckoning him to have a seat. Need some sleep. That’s all. He tended to an itch at the back of his neck. Convinced the chair hadn’t moved, and wouldn’t, he again let his exhaustion kick in.

As his vision blurred, Dylan felt a tingle down below in his briefs, right underneath his thigh. Dylan went to scratch, only to feel his fingers touch something hard. The spot of sensation then moved away from him.

Dylan jolted awake and shook his leg. Falling to the concrete was a reddish-brown leaf, or so Dylan thought until he saw the six skinny legs kicking at the air. How the hell did you get in here?

It was a cockroach, and now the insect righted itself. It was as long as his pointer. The black compound eyes gazed at him as its antennae twitched this way and that. Nasty little fucker. Dylan would’ve gladly smashed the pest if he had shoes on. The mere thought of crushing it with his bare foot was too much to bear.

Just then the murky puddle in the center of the room gurgled. It caught Dylan’s attention as the water rose into a putrid lump. Something dark and rather large was moving inside of it. The puddle went ankle high before it subsided, and then they came. Out of the edges of the water came a swarm of cockroaches, identical to the first one. Dylan’s hairs raised.

“Stay the hell away from me!”

The flood of insects paid his command no mind. Soon they were at the tips of his toes and Dylan had no choice but to stomp on them. The sound of the crunching and the insect innards between his toes made him gag.

“Shit! Shit!”

A raging torrent of cockroaches surged from the puddle. They made their way up his bare legs, some getting stuck in his leg hairs. Dylan put his put his back to the corner, and the bugs pressed onwards. They crawled over his genitals, up his back, and all along his chest. Their antennas tickled the inside of his ears. 

Damien watched from the other side of the mirror. Dylan screamed and threw himself against the wall. 

“Get ‘em the hell off me! Get ‘em off! Get ‘em off!”

Dylan went down to the floor, writhing around like a worm trapped on sun baked pavement. “Jesus!” His screams were earsplitting, and he clawed at his cheeks. The first signs of red appeared.

The soldiers in the room watched in dismay, all but Damien. He did not smile. He did not weep. For all of you who gave your lives at Rock City Salvage Station.

“Lt. Lyndon.” Damien said.

“Yes, sir?”

“No one goes in unless I say. Let him ride it out.”

“Yes, Head Director.”
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