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The Cast

Julissa Marconi: A second lieutenant of the former US Army.

Zaneta Marconi: Oldest child of the Marconis.

Damien Marconi: Second child of the Marconis. 

Barry Davis: Julissa Marconi’s brother, uncle to Zaneta and Damien.

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

Dr. Robert Neeson: Head of the R &D Studies in the UNR and the father of the Super Soldier Forces.

Gael Olmos: A Crimson Angel from Tijuana, Mexico.

Vivian Thurman: A Crimson Angel from New York City, UNR.

Ruby Locklear: A Crimson Angel from Maine, UNR.

Myrna Brooks: Best friend of Zaneta Marconi.

Clint Duvall: Former staff sergeant of the US Army.

Jesse Novak: A Crimson Angel from Texas, UNR.

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

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).

Pamela King/S.S.C. Unit 6-76: Second-in-Command of the New Rough Riders.

Will Marconi/S.S.C. Unit 21: Husband of Julissa. Served as a human soldier in the Hollow Wars. Was one of the “First Fifty” cyborg soldiers that ended the Hollow Wars in 2046.

Valerie Iglesias/S.S.C. Unit 23: A member of the New Rough Riders and one of the First Fifty.

Marisol Leone/S.S.C. Unit 37: long term servant of the Crusaders.

Luis Viramontes/S.S.C. Unit 19: Served as a human soldier in the Hollow Wars. Was one of the “First Fifty” and serves as partner for Unit 21.

Ptolemy Jethro/S.S.C. Unit 9-43: One of the first members of the New Rough Riders.

General Gavin Kane: Founding member of the UNR Party and senior member of the Cabinet.

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.

Captain Adi Narajan: Head Director of the Public Services and Inquires Division (PSID). The government agency is dedicated to investigations and monitoring public broadcasts.

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

The Reverence Series

On April 17, 2065, Super Soldier Cyborg Unit 21, William Marconi, revolted against Chancellor Venloran. It was a historic moment that brought tragedy as well as hope. The United Nation Republic, and the world, would never be the same after the bloody revolution. However, only a few knew Will’s actions were the culmination of a much deeper wound. 

The public did not find about this until 2065, the very first entry of the Reverence series. but the war in truth had started twenty years earlier. This is the story of how one group came together to make a difference. It begins here with:
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February 20, 2045 - Rock City Salvage Station-Radiology Room

Goddamn it, Thorton, look them in the fucking eye. Seated at the desk in front of the family was Dr. Thorton and standing beside him, General Kane. The commander had dreaded this moment, and finally seeing it in the flesh was just as painful as he’d envisioned. Thorton fiddled with the pen on his desk. He paid no mind to yet another sniffle from the woman before him. Julissa Marconi was an undeniable wreck, and Kane didn’t have the strength to say anything. 

The General distracted himself by eyeing her daughter. She looks just like her father. The child had a light mocha complexion like Will. Zaneta shivered under a blast of cold air. The ventilation unit above her was relentless. Her mother’s crying kept Zaneta from saying a word, either. 

Although quieter now, Julissa was still in her world that no one else dared to disturb. Even with her daughter seated next to her, the woman wasn’t ready to console her oldest child. She still held Damien in her arms. The baby boy was sound asleep, oblivious to his mother’s tears.

“How long has he been like this? Will told me he’d signed up for a procedure, but this...I...” Julissa stammered.

Her sudden urge to talk threw Thorton off, but Kane was there to pick up the slack.

“After the battery of tests, he finally underwent the procedure February sixth. He was one of fifty test subjects, and only a handful have suffered the side effects he has,” the commander explained.

“And when will he wake up, Commander?”

Zaneta stopped looking at her mother and stared at Kane as well.

“We can’t be entirely sure, ma’am.”

“Oh, my God,” Julissa muttered. In the dark blue dress of sheer elegance, her shoulders slumped, she put a hand on her face. “Oh, my God.”

“But we will be monitoring his progress. We will notify of any changes in condition no matter the hour,” Thorton added.

He saw the promise did not affect the woman.

“For your husband’s service and volunteering for the program, you’ll still be compensated no matter his condition. I hear it’s at a hundred grand now. And that is monthly. You’ll never have to work another day in your life,” the doctor continued.

There was still no reaction, at least not first. Slowly, Julissa looked up at the enormous telescreen behind Thorton and Kane. On it was the skeletal layout of what her husband had become. The bones were no longer white, but silver. 

Kane realized where she was staring and acted on it. “Ma’am, would you like me to turn it off?”

Julissa shook her head. “No, General, it’s fine.”

The tall woman now stood from her seat. Zaneta was slow to follow suit but did so. She too was gazing at the new framework of what used to be her father.

“We’ll be leaving now,” Julissa said as she struggled not to choke up. “Baby, get your coat.”

“But, Mommy, I think we should stay with Daddy. Just for a little longer.”

“Zaneta, it’s time to go. We have a long flight home.”

“Mommy, we can’t leave him.”

“Zaneta, enough!”

The child no longer fought her mother on the matter. She put on her white coat, tears in her eyes. Kane was astonished at the strength of the little girl. With everything around her, she still wasn’t breaking down. 

Thorton stood to see them out, but Kane spoke before anybody could leave.

“Mrs. Marconi, there’s no need to rush. You can spend all the time you need with your husband. Venloran will pay for a new plane ticket and even a hotel if you like.”

Julissa shied away from Kane’s face, not sure if she could go down there again and see Will lying there so...still. She saw her daughter’s eyes on her, begging in silence.

“Okay, okay. Thank you. We appreciate it.”

Kane saluted her. “No need to thank me. You and your husband both served this country, and now it’s our turn to give back to you. We owe it to you.”

Julissa wasn’t ready to say anything more, but the gratitude was in her eyes.

“I’ll have the interns escort you down and then we’ll give you your privacy,” Thorton said as the door opened. A young man in a lab coat was already waiting.

“Whenever you’re ready, Mrs. Marconi,” he invited.

Julissa took Zaneta’s hand with one of hers. Before departing, she looked back at Kane and Thorton.

“Thank you again. For everything.”

The second the door shut, Thorton went to his computer to watch the cameras in the Cyborg Treatment Center. Kane instead switched the telescreen to a news broadcast. He’d set it to record any coverage on the war, and, sure enough there was plenty of footage. Hazy skies, streets blown apart, and fallen buildings were the backdrop to a news anchor reporting the US losses for the day. Those images tore Kane apart, especially as the names of soldiers scrolled up the screen. Like credits in a movie. That’s all they get.

‘“As long as you need’ was a bit much, don’t you think, General?” Thorton said as he watched the two humans with the cyborg. “By March, Unit 21 will be deployed just like the rest.”

“Venloran said to say whatever needed to be said. I did,” Kane replied.

“Yeah, all that only to disappoint her when she comes back and he’s not here. What am I supposed to tell her since I know you won’t be here either?”

“You simply tell us when she wants to visit, and we’ll stall by saying he’s been moved to another facility for further examination. If she digs further, we’ll handle it.”

Thorton looked away from his monitor. “So, he’s that bad?”

“Last time he was activated, he didn’t even know his name.”

“But he can fight, I see.”

The commander glared at Thorton. He quickly realized he needed to cool down his tone.

“I’m just saying having Neeson be the lead surgeon on all those operations was a bad idea. He’s only human. He was bound to mess up eventually.”

“He’s the best, Thorton. It had nothing to do with him. We’re still not sure what went wrong.”

Thorton was mildly insulted, but he saw Kane had no intention of acknowledging it and let it go. He said no more and sipped his coffee.

On the telescreen, Kane watched as a trio of jets turned an entire block into hell itself.

“Don’t you worry, Doctor. If these fifty do as well they’re predicted to, Venloran wants another two hundred candidates selected by July. You and your team, as well as others around this country, will be lucky if you get home for Christmas.”

Thorton almost spat up his drink.

“I didn’t know Weapon Program-II was going to be that big of a project,” he said. Kane still focused on the news. Thorton wasn’t sure if the man had even blinked.

“It’s going to be bigger than any of us imagined. The Sons of Saladin have rampaged across the Middle East over ten years now. We’ve been humiliated so many times it’s now called the Hollow Wars, but the Super Soldier Forces will change all that. They’ll change everything.”

***
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APRIL 4, 2045 - “CITY of Peace”

The men ran for their lives. All around them were piles of what used to be tall buildings. On this night, the only light was the glow of flames. These mounds of rubble were too jagged to hide within and attempting to climb them was guaranteed death if the massive chunks. So they ran, hearts pounding and skin sweating. The guns in their hands were no comfort. They didn’t attempt to point them at their pursuer. 

As they fled, one man tripped over a piece of loosened asphalt. He went down to the ground, scraping his face badly. His gun hit the ground alongside him, but when he stood he didn’t waste the extra second to pick it up. Ahead of him, his allies were already far away. They turned down an alley without giving him another look.

The second he arose to his feet, a bullet blew his head wide open. The contents spilled onto the street in a splatter. The crimson seeped into the cracks and around the gun as well.

At the end of the alley, the three remaining troops ran into an obstacle: a wall of debris blocked the opening to the other street. The wall of desecration was at the very least fifteen feet tall. They cursed and shouted, considering their options. After a few seconds of deliberation, two of them slung their weapons on their backs and climbed.

The last one wanted to join them, but he saw the rubble already shifting. A few dangerous-sized pieces came loose and nearly hit the straggler. Regardless, they went on. In fact, one of them was almost at the top. He cut his hands on the glass and rough concrete, but by God he was almost there.

Two shots rang out, followed by screams of agony. The pair of soldiers both lost their grip and hit the pavement. The sound they made upon impact was not a pleasant one.

To the straggler’s horror, he saw his compatriots had been shot through the stomach. Even with only the moonlight to help him, it was plain to see the fall was what had killed them.

After a moment, he finally saw the creature at the mouth of the alley. The monster stepped forward slowly, his coat flowing in the night breeze. The sole survivor got on his knees, positioned between the two dead men. He tossed his gun away.

“P-please,” he stuttered. “Please, Wolf. Please!”

His black boots came to a stop, and his coat came to a rest as the wind died down for a moment. All that could be heard was the crackle of raging fire. The blood of the fallen stained the straggler’s knees. The monster did nothing but smile.

“Please, I beg you.”

The man screamed as The Wolf drew his sword.

***
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APRIL 4, 2045 - ELSA, Texas

Zaneta laid in her bed looking up at the bright stars stuck all over her ceiling. She wasn’t under the covers, and she was far from dozing off. The child remembered watching her father put each one up there on the ceiling when she was six-years-old. Wow, baby girl, I think we have enough to cover up the whole room! Sure, you’ll be able to go to bed?

In the beginning, they had helped her to sleep. Trying to count them all was a feat she had yet to accomplish. Her eyes would fight to stay open, but she could never win that game. Tonight, after long ago giving up, she would try again. One, two, three—

There it was again. The sound of her mother sobbing was only two doors down. It was just growing louder, leaving Zaneta helpless. Is there someone I can call? The crying of another joined Julissa's. Damien.

Zaneta left her room and entered the hallway. She waited to see if her mother would open her door to comfort the baby, but it never happened. The little girl walked into her brother’s room, reached down into his crib, then sat in the rocking chair in the corner. He quieted quickly in her presence, staring up at her with sweet eyes and a goofy grin. Even though Zaneta was exhausted, she found comfort in this. She put on a smile for him. 

It’s your duty as a big sister to take care of your brother. Remember that, Zaneta. That’s what her father had told her before going off to fight. She went on rocking him till his eyes fought to stay open.

I can take care of Damien. I won’t let you down, Daddy. On the nightstand, by the door, sat a bag of unopened glow-in-the-dark stars.

VOICE OF A CRIMSON ANGEL

PART I:

PERSECUTION
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​Chapter 1 – Cry No More
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June 16, 2049 – Annabella Gonzalez Dance Theater, NY

“As this event comes to a close, I’d like to change things up. I’ve told you all about my family and myself, and now I’d like to answer some questions from the audience,” announced Prime Minister Esteban as he walked back and forth across the stage, mike in hand. 

Behind him was a large telescreen with the UNR and Mexican flag side-by-side. The auditorium was packed to the brim. His wife and two boys were in the very front row. Right beside them was Chancellor Venloran and his assistant Kearney. 

Esteban’s eyes passed over them with an appealing smile. “I’ve kept you all here long enough, so I’ll limit it to three questions.”

Esteban scanned the crowd, his grin a cover-up for his scrutiny. He spotted a young woman three rows back, a mole close to her nose and a shirt that read ‘Viva La Mexico’. There you are, just like Venloran said.

“Yes, you there.”

The audience quieted as she stood. Getting a microphone to her in the crowded room would take at least a few minutes, but a floating metal sphere lifted off the stage. The size of a baseball but half its weight, the SoundGlobe came to her like a bolt of lightning and slowed to the speed of bumblebee as it got within a yard. It dropped into her open hand, and she lifted it to her face.

“I am a seventeen-year-old honors student from Puebla. My parents worry The Expansion will drastically slow down my education process. They also worry that I will lose out on what it means to be Mexica. Can you address their concerns?”

Esteban cleared his throat. “With pleasure. My oldest is also an honors student. I will reiterate, The Expansion will not destroy Mexico. It will bring it to a new peak. The transition process will be smooth and only seeks to modernize the country’s industries, military, and its schools. The UNR will in no way censor or attempt to alter the culture of our homeland.”

“Thank you, Prime Minister.” 

The teenager seated herself and Esteban looked to the other side of the auditorium. An elderly woman was weakly raising her arm, with many others looming over hers.

“How about the lovely lady right here at the front.”

The SoundGlobe made its way over and plopped into her hands.

“Thank you, señor.” She said with a meek voice. “Me and my husband live in Chihuahua and deal with a lot of crime. Can’t go down the street without running into a thug. We fear The Expansion will agitate the gangs and put people like us in danger. How will the UNR deal with this possibility?”

“Chancellor Venloran has promised his full military support to keep families safe. Working together with the MAF, this is a promise we intend to keep. Next question, please.”

The next person was a middle-aged man with a bald head. Even though he wore a dress shirt for formality, it did not hide the tattoos on his hands, or the one on his neck. Unlike the others before him, he let the Prime Minister speak first.

“And what might your inquiry be, sir?”

“I want to know what you plan on doing for the hombres who are locked up. I been hearin’ a lotta talk about reform. Now if it’s gonna be from top-to-bottom, I’m all for it. A lot of the people don’t even belong in a cell.”

“We’re going to look at every case thoroughly. For those who are eligible, they will get a chance at a new life. No one will be left behind.”

And that’s a wrap. Now to-

“And can I ask you one last thing, sir?”

Prime Minister Esteban hesitated, doing his best to not look in Venloran’s direction. The urge was akin to a pestering itch at the nape of his neck. Precious seconds ticked by and he faltered.

“I see no reason why not. Go ahead.”

“Your father was a cop who served for twenty years. He loved his country. What would he think of this deal with the UNR?”

“My father fell in the line of duty keeping the streets safe,” Esteban said rigidly. “He knew what he was up against, but he got out of bed every morning and kept doing it. I believe he would say we’re taking a step in the right direction. Thank you all for your time, and I’d like to thank you for having me.”

The audience rose in applause. Esteban’s wife clapped harder than anyone. Venloran clapped as well, but just before taking the stage, he stared at Kearney briefly. His assistant understood without a single word and immediately pulled out his phone. Esteban had no doubt Kearney would take care of the discrepancy. He now stood alongside Esteban as the cameras flashed nonstop. Both waved at the crowd. 

Esteban gestured for his family to come join the two men of power. He held his youngest son in his arms, the child shying away from the spotlight. Venloran squatted so that he could take a picture with the older boy, both giving a thumbs up. Esteban hadn’t seen an enthusiastic audience in decades.

I still got it Esteban mused.

***
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JUNE 17, 2049 – CIUDAD Juárez

This coffee tastes like complete shit. Sostenes trudged through his kitchen in nothing but his briefs and slippers. On a sweltering day like this, his apartment became an oven. All he could do was crack open a window, bringing with it the horns of cars and the chattering of people. Today it seemed especially noisy. He had an age-old solution: retreat to his room. 

There he sat on his thin mattress and leaned back on the wall. The old fan on the ceiling brought a warm breeze, but he had learned to appreciate it. The same went for the coffee. It was far too watered down, but he would still finish it. I should call Mama and ask her how she makes her brew so much better than mine. As he swirled the last few sips, the black gunk easy to see, it came to him: Mijo, you forget the cinnamon sticks. You try to do things so fast you forget what’s important. Ay, I worry about you. Even her moments of chiding came off as sweet and endearing. He couldn’t recall a time she’d raised her voice at him. Recipe or not, I’ll still call. Wonder if Papa’s doing better-

Before he reached for the phone, Dulce María’s single ‘Lágrimas’ rang in his ears. Mama can’t be back from the shop already...but he discovered the caller was not who he expected at all. The phone vibrated relentlessly on and on until it was close to falling off his knee-high nightstand. You still haven’t found a job yet, so might as well answer.

“Yolanda, what is it? I told you I’m done with Paul.”

“Have you not been watching the news at all? Esteban’s been assassinated!” 

Sostenes felt a twinge in his chest. He heard Yolanda repeatedly asking him to respond, but his first reaction was to peek through his cracked window. Sure enough, the streets were flooded with people looting and yelling. He saw a piñata of a man in a suit set on fire, dangling from a street lamp.

“No way...”

“Sostenes, hello? I can hear you ya know?!”

Sostenes went to the small rounded table he used as a desk and turned on his scratched-to-death iPad. The archaic machine turned on slowly, and upon returning to its homepage, he saw a news alert confirming Esteban’s fate. The thumbnail for the story, however, showed the wreckage of a plane in a field.

“How’s a plane crash an assassination?” he demanded as he put the phone on speaker.

“Next time answer the first time!” Yolanda spat, “and look it up. Right before the plane started losing altitude, Esteban posted the same update on all of his social media accounts.”

Sostenes clicked the article and scrolled downwards. It didn’t take long to find what he was looking for: People of this great land, I thank you for allowing me to be part of your lives. Now, that time is over. I hereby resign. Do not look to false idols, and for the sake of our country, find it within yourself to do what is right.

Below the snapshot of the message was an ad for a Pulparindo candy bar. It was in a loop of opening and resealing itself.

“The post doesn’t make any sense,” Sostenes commented as he read it again.

“I think it’s purposely esoteric. I believe whoever did it wanted the chaos we’re seeing all over Mexico.”

“You’re the investigative reporter, so why do you need me?”

Sostenes heard glass break outside, and he again took a gander through his blinds. A police car had been set ablaze right below. The black smoke blotted out the light from outside, but he could hear the frantic shouting of civilians as well as the commands to desist coming from officers.

“I know I’m asking a ton, but I need photos and video. Moya’s at the crash site and everyone else is busy trying to get a statement from any government official they can.”

“Last time your boss cut my pay in half for not having a press badge. Us freelancers gotta eat too, you know.”

“Hey, I’m still on his ass about that, but I understand. I promise, Sostenes if he doesn’t deliver I’ll quit on the spot. You have my word. I’m wiring you your usual pay from my own account as we speak.”

That diverted the man’s attention from the confrontation going on in the street.

“You must think this scoop is gonna be big. Care to fill me in?”

“I’m keeping an eye on the other networks. They all report police are having a hard time containing these riots. Even some military bases are unable to respond. Their own troops are refusing to step in.”

The money became far away in Sostenes’ mind, “Christ.”

“That’s not all. Venloran has announced if the MAF needs any assistance, he’s more than willing to provide it.”

“Fort Bliss.”

“Yeah.”

“I’m gonna get ready. I’ll be good to go in ten.”

“Okay.” When Yolanda spoke again, it was with fear. “Please be careful, Sostenes. If things get really bad, you get the hell out of there. You promise me that.”

“Sure, Yolie, I promise.”

Sostenes ended the phone call. He set the cell next to his iPad and went back to the window. He couldn’t see a thing, but the smell of the smoke was getting stronger by the second. He shut his window, but he could not escape what was going on outside. He could hear it all: the waling sirens, the pop of gas canisters, and the chill of gunfire. If the unthinkable happened, he knew his dingy walls were paper thin, and bullets would go through with considerable ease. His phone rang and vibrated again. This time, it really was his mother. Once I’m heading out the door. I’m sorry, Mama.

***
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JUNE 19, 2049 – EL Paso, TX

Dawn was in its wake, but the night sky was still in the midst of retreat. The Interstate 110 led to the Bridge of the Americas on the El Paso- Ciudad Juárez border. Normally it was a sight of constant traffic, and it still was. Now, however, there were no semi-trucks towing trailers or cars full of families headed for vacation. It was a beeline of UNR tanks and Humvees, and the lanes moved fluidly. In one of these Humvees was Steve Oswald, clicking away with his camera. 
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