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The Cast

Julissa Marconi: A second lieutenant of the former USAF.

Zaneta Marconi: Oldest child of the Marconis.

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 USAF

Jesse Novak: A Crimson Angel from Texas, UNR.

“Kenny”/Unit 218892: An A7 series robot programmed to fight alongside the Crimson Angels

Dwight Terry: Former governor of Texas before Chancellor’s Venloran abolishment of state governments in 2044.

Sostenes Herrera: Top commando of the Holy Guardians, the Mexican resistance group.

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

President Lorenzo Camacho: The puppet ruler of Mexico during the Expansion.

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

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

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.

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

Rhona Vinson/S.S.C. Unit 119: A member of the Crusaders, the international cyborg branch.

Marisol Leone/S.S.C. Unit 37: long term servant of the Crusaders.
Voice of a Crimson Angel Part I: Persecution

After several years of despair, Julissa Marconi finally committed herself to the rebel cause thanks to the collective efforts of Dr. Robert Neeson, Captain Joseph Halsey, and her daughter, Zaneta. This is only the first leg of their journey, however. The Expansion has already consumed large portions of Mexico and Cuba, but with the help of native freedom fighter Sostenes Herrera and his robot soldiers, they may be able to change the course of the war.

Prologue

July 7, 2048 – Portland Corrective Center, Maine

“What’s the first thing you’re gonna do when you get out?” asked Sheila. 

She was short and thin with eyes that seemed perpetually tired. The only time those eyes ever lit up was when she was in the presence of Ruby. 

The older blue-haired woman was leaning against the fence. The atrium was currently bustling with female prisoners.

“My uncle owns a fishing trawler at Passamaquoddy Pleasant Point Reservation. Figure I’ll go work for him” Ruby told her.

“What? Have you ever even been on a boat?” Selina jeered.

“Not for a long time, but it beats the smell of the big city any day.”

“Ruby, can I ask you a favor?”

“Yeah, what’s up?”

“I think I can get out by the end of this year. That’s what they keep telling me, but once I do, I don’t have anywhere to go. Don’t have a job lined up either...”

“How much experience ya got?”

Selina froze up, staring down at her shoes. She thought back to her one and only job she’d had a year ago. The one she’d also been fired from. Before any more contemplation, Ruby flicked her forehead.

“I’m fucking with you. When you get out, I’ll come get you myself, kid. Be warned, though, I won’t go easy on you.”

“You won’t scare me off that easy,” Selina said.

Ruby’s smile vanished. Too busy chatting away. Now look what you’ve done. Ruby spotted a trio of prisoners coming toward them. The one in the middle was about as tatted as Ruby but bulkier. Her grin, fake or not, gave Rubby a sudden chill.

“Selina, go,” Ruby said. She spoke without ever taking her eyes off the advancing trio.

Despite the warning, the teenager stayed put. She did all she knew and mimicked her friend. She kept her concentration on the big burly woman with the awful grin.

“Now!”

Selina obeyed this time, sticking close to the tall fence as she walked away. She did not, however, go far. At last, the trio arrived, but only the middle one got close enough to be considered face-to-face. Ruby saw that familiar tattoo going down the side of her face. It was the same serpent she had going down her left arm, a viper with teal scales. 

“What up, Ruby?” the woman greeted.

“Sup, Gina.”

Compared to the other prisoner her tone came off a cold as ice.

“You getting’ out by the end of the week, right? I can’t imagine how you pulled that off, but I’m impressed regardless. God must be watching out for you.”

“Good behavior goes a long way here. Won’t get out of here till you got grey hairs you keep going like you do now.”

Gina threw her head back and let out a cackle. Her grin may have been skeptical, but this was a genuine laugh. The woman could hardly utter a sound. Selina was mystified by it, but not Ruby. She noticed the other two breaking away from Gina and positioning themselves to her sides.

“Ruby, you right! You right! Maybe it just ain’t in me. My old man did always say old habits die hard. ” Gina’s casual demeanor was dropped just like that. “But I hear you picked up some new ones in here. You got some blood on your hands.”

“No more than we all got,” Ruby answered.

Gina refuted this with a shake of her head, “Nah, tell that to Anita and Bon.”

“They were tied up in bad shit, you know that. It was bound to catch up with them.”

All the prisoners in the atrium now had their sights set on the exchange. Those who weren’t obvious about it sneaked in glimpses as they continued to work out. They could all sense it. Ruby’s muscles tightened.

“They got caught up because someone talked. Now, if you swear to me on Anita and Bon you had nothing to do with it, I’ll mind my own business. Think you can look me in the fucking face and tell me that?”

Like that, all went quiet. Selina waited patiently as everyone else. 

There was the slightest sparkle in Ruby’s eyes. It shattered the stoic gaze she’d been maintaining up to this point.

Gina saw this just as easily, “I thought so.”

The woman hurled a fist at Ruby, but it didn’t land. As quickly as she’d sidestepped the offensive, Ruby rammed her elbow into Gina’s nose. Ruby had no time for a follow-up.

Ruby took a punch to the face from her left, a heavy hook. Right after she felt a shoe being brought down on her ankle, causing her to lose her footing. She didn’t let herself fall. It wasn’t the first time she’d been outnumbered in a fight. The night I joined was like this.

Ruby tripped the nearest one with a clean kick. Before the lady could get up, Ruby punted her jaw. She still had just enough wiggle room to avoid a swing from the other prisoner. She had six inches on Ruby.

Still, each swing was far too wide. Ruby saw an opening and delivered an uppercut. The blow was a good one, drawing blood, but the prisoner didn’t go down. Regardless of the torn lip, she grinned.

“Ruby, look out!”

Selina? Ruby was lost for a second. Fire shot through her body.  Something was gouged into her lower back, just beneath the ribs. The woman turned to see Gina behind her. She held something covered in blood. Ruby couldn’t tell what it was under all that crimson, but it didn’t matter now.

She tried to go for the shank, only to be punched in the face by the scrawny one. When Ruby didn’t go down, Gina kicked her in the stomach. The blow sent her against the fence and her back flared in agony. She wasn’t sure where the next hit came from, but all she knew was that she’d hit the ground. Ruby could taste blades of grass in her mouth. She wrapped her arms around her head as foot after foot came down on her body.

With three earsplitting cracks, Ruby felt the blows stop. She could barely make sense of her surroundings, let alone stand. Luckily Selina was there to help her. As Ruby got to her feet, she recognized three bodies. Each of them had had their brains blown onto the grass.

Gina’s vengeful gaze was still locked on her. Ruby looked across the prison yard and saw the watchtowers. Already tear gas was being fired down at the herd and UNR soldiers now entered the atrium.

How did I forget? She’d sold her soul to the Devil, and now, at least while she remained in his domain, she was under his protection. One day we’ll see each other in hell.

VOICE OF A CRIMSON ANGEL

PART II:

POISON
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​Chapter 1 – Crosshairs
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June 2, 2051 - Lázaro Cárdenas, Mexico

A lone Zaneta sat at the wharf’s edge. The sun was no worry for her since she was under the shadow of a colossal container ship. She was in her jumpsuit and her tool bag was by her side. Reconfiguring the A7robots drove her to wake up every morning. It had been her routine night and day for months now. Today, she didn’t have it in her. Zaneta dangled her boots over the ocean water. Although she hadn’t eaten, she considered vomiting when she saw in the water. 

“Hey, Zaneta!”

Zaneta felt a shock and turned to see who was coming up behind her. “Mr. Duvall.”

He sat next to her, that smile she remembered as a child on his face. Zaneta saw the beads of sweat all over him along with the black smudges on his hands and jumpsuit. Her guilt climbed.

“A real scorcher today, huh?” he said. 

Zaneta prepared to stand, but Clint stopped this by putting up a hand. “Hold on now, I think we both could use a little company. Besides, you’re looking mighty exhausted.”

She decided to stay, her head hung low. Stupid! Stupid! She was thinking of how to hide the bags under her eyes when Clint spoke:

“You’ve been getting less and less done every day. You don’t talk as much anymore, either. Anything you want to tell me?”

“What is there to tell?”

Clint looked her over skeptically, from her textured bob, bangs hanging just above her eyebrows, to the SIG Sauer P320 handgun on her hip. Watching her stare into the water, he knew he had to say something.

“I see you cut your hair. You carry your piece 24-7 just like your mom, too. All that preparation never does compare to the real thing, though. The first time you actually see another human being at the end of your gun, it’s over in a flash. You, or them, but when it’s over, it’s surreal. I never stop dreaming about the first time I did it.”

“I keep thinking, if only he’d put the gun down, he’d still be alive. He could’ve gone home to his family. Clint, he looked like someone I’d se eat my school. Probaly was.”

“I wish I could say it will get easier, Zaneta. All I can offer is this: don’t you ever be afraid to talk to about it. If you try to bury it, it’ll eat you alive.”

Zaneta hugged the man. He heard her sniffling and held her close. The woman’s embrace was vice-like.

“Did my mom ever talk to you about this stuff?”

Clint dug into some of his more bitter memories. There was an unsightly plethora of them. “Yes, but it took her a long time. Will used to come to me worried sick.”

“Is that why my dad volunteered when they needed soldiers again?”

Clint was blindsided by the query, but he realized it was his own fault for saying as much as he had. “Yeah, yeah it was. Your mom’s a tough cookie, but even the toughest clam up. We have to look out for each other. Rank, where we’re from, all that doesn’t matter. If you ever think she needs someone to open to, don’t be afraid to be that person. Okay?”

Zaneta nodded against his chest. “I will, Mr. Duvall.”

***
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JUNE 3, 2051 – DES Moines Corrective Center, Iowa

The weather was cold, and the sky was a mix of grays. In the beginning, Halsey had imagined his release would coincide with a sunny spring day with a warm breeze. The reality was quite different, and he was okay with that. The final gate slid open for him, and he left the work camp behind. Wearing the same jeans and shirt from months ago, just being outside seemed unreal. He’d envisioned it many nights to keep his sanity. Imagining this very breeze. Just one last time.

Halsey turned to look back at what had been his home. Beyond that fence was a fortress of black. Thousands were still trapped inside, and he could do nothing for them. Some will never make it out. He could only turn away once he heard those familiar voices.

“Joe!”

He was tackled by both Gabby and Jacob, knocking him on his ass against their combined momentum. The Captain shed tears as he held onto them both.

“I knew you’d make it out,” Jacob said. 

Gabby finished her sniffling. “I have a lot to talk to you about. I’ve been reading a ton of the essays you told me about.”

“Oh yeah? Like what?”

As Gabby got ready to answer, she saw Joe’s eyes drift away from her and Jacob. In that small round-a-bout, centered by a dead tree, Halsey spotted the Humvee they’d arrived in. Robert was standing next to it. He was the only Neeson to not come anywhere near the Captain. 

“What’s going on?” Halsey questioned. He saw the kids begin to sob and regretted ever asking.

“I never got the chance to thank you for getting Jacob out of there in one piece, and early at that,” the Doctor said to him. 

Halsey got off the ground, Neeson’s children staying close to him.

“Man of my word, Robert” the Captain replied. “By the way, I did get a healthy serving of TV in there. Great show with Oswald! Don’t tell me you didn’t bring me a copy?”

All of them noticed a Volkswagen GTI pulling up along the sidewalk. Halsey recognized the cherry red antique as Vivi’s. Robert decided it was time to end it. He didn’t look in Vivi’s direction.

“Good luck, Halsey,” he said. “Gabby, Jacob, let’s go.”

“Be seeing you, Robert.”

Halsey hugged the children once more before relinquishing them to their father. He felt an emptiness overcome him. That nagging feeling that he should’ve said more. We all make our choices, Robert. I guarantee you, we’ll be seeing each other again.

***
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CARROLTON, NEW YORK

Vivi watched as Halsey dug into her spaghetti. He ate fork after fork, only stopping to smother the plate in more parmesan cheese. The peppered sausage slices hidden within the noodles were a delightful extra. 

Her home was a modest two-story full of ties to the past. The living room had a six-foot marlin hanging on the wall, and under it was a name carved in the wooden plaque: Russell Thurman. In the kitchen, there were portraits of the husband and wife at Central Park. Halsey tried not to stare, so eating now was a pleasure in more ways than one.

“Thanks for the chow, Vivi,” he said as he cleared his plate.

“I haven’t cooked in a while. I’m just glad it was edible.”

Halsey washed the dishes for her. He couldn’t help smelling the whiskey on her breath as she walked past him. Vivi now sat at the table.

“How long do you plan on staying?” she asked.

“I was hoping to be down there in two or three days. I’d be down there tonight if I could.”

“So soon? Maybe you should take a little time to recover.”

“Yeah, well, not much point in that, now is there? Dishonorable discharge, Vivi. My job is gone along with all I had.”

“I know, Halsey, but you need – “

“I need to get down there. We’re wasting time. Don’t you get it?! Fucking Neeson ran off. You really expect me to wait?!”

Halsey slammed a plate onto the metal rack, and it shattered just like that. Pieces of it flew onto the counter and floor. He saw a very real pain in the woman’s eyes. Christ, I’m an idiot.

He got down on his knees and picked up the pieces. As he tried to recover the fragments, he felt Vivi’s hand on his own. He couldn’t bear to take his eyes off the shards of ceramic.

“Hey, look at me,” she said softly. Only when he met her gaze did she speak, “Joe, you’re angry. I live with that anger every day of my life. If you don’t keep it in check, it’ll make you sloppy. You get sloppy, and you’ll make mistakes.”

“I hear ya,” he said. “I’ll stay a little longer.”

Vivi placed a hand on Halsey’s shoulder, clearly happy to hear it.

“Russell gave you this, didn’t he?”

“Christmas of ’37.”

“Vivi, I’m so sorry.”

The woman picked up a sizeable shard and held it up to inspect it for herself. The image on it had been of a Christmas tree. What she held now was a candy cane ornament. “It’s okay. I can forgive an accident. What Venloran did was no accident, and that I will never forgive.”

She and Halsey collected all the pieces, and instead of trashing them they laid them out on the table. 

“I gotta say, I’ve missed you and your wise words,” Halsey said.

“I couldn’t tell with you being in such a rush to leave.”

“Don’t sweat it, Vivi. You’ll see me again sooner than you think.”
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​Chapter 2 – Welcome Home
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June 4, 2051 –London, U.K. 

Robert Neeson sat back in his seat as the two children ogled the aerial view. The long flight had given them ample time to rest and now they bounded with energy. The Doctor, however, hadn’t slept since leaving the UNR. Despite his government job, this was Jacob and Gabriella’s first helicopter ride. From the onset of his employment with Carl Venloran, he’d rarely mixed his career and family. Considering all he’d done, he was glad he had.

Gabby yanked on his sleeve. “Dad, look! We’re here!”

Neeson met her jubilant energy with a weary grin.

“Aren’t you gonna look?” Gabby prodded.

Robert looked to his left. Just like in the pictures. 

As they descended, Canary Wharf came into full view. The sidewalks were flooded with men and women in suits and fine coats. Skyscrapers line the water’s edge on both sides. These towers rose out of the fog, visible from miles away. Among them was Watson Heights.

The building was a brownish gold and neogothic in style. Finished in 2032, it resembled the old from its exterior. Atop the roof was a landing pad and waiting for them was a man and a woman. Robert’s fatigue unraveled. He was on alert now.

“You okay?”

Neeson was startled that Jacob had asked. They had hardly spoken since their farewell to Halsey. He went with honesty.

“Yes, Jacob. Even the old get a little nervous from time to time.”

The landing was gentle and right after the Neesons gathered their bags. Jacob only had the one suitcase and his backpack. The father and daughter had seven bags between the two of them. Less than half of that was clothes. Dr. Neeson had wanted to donate their personal library, but Gabby had flat-out refused. 

The kids stepped out first, followed by their father. Dr. Neeson was greeted by damp air that seemed to collect on his very skin. If he brought an umbrella, he had no idea which case it was in. The helipad was slick from the morning mist.

“Children be careful” he stressed. Jacob rolled his eyes.

“Hello, Dr. Neeson.” The man stepped forward, probably half his age with combed back hair and a trimmed beard and mustache. He was dressed impeccably in a dark suit with black pinstripes. 

“Trefor Di’Anno. We meet at last. This is one of my interns, Meredith Corbyn. She’s actually from the Republic, just like you.”

Beside him was a young woman. At best she was only a few years older than Jacob. She was in a caramel dress and black leggings. Her apricot cardigan flowed with the wind. Curly blonde hair rested on her shoulders.

“Welcome home, sir.”

“Oh, nice to meet you both.” Neeson shook both their hands and then put a hand on Jacob’s shoulder. “And this is-“

“Jacob and Gabriella, of course. A pleasure!” Di’Anno interrupted. “Cheers, children!”

Meredith produced three tickets from her purse. “A housewarming gift. Dinosaurs vs. Aliens at Lyceum Theatre! This Friday!”

Both children eyed their father. Dr. Neeson didn’t have much choice. “We’ll be there. Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it, sir.” Meredith handed the tickets to Gabby, offering her a warm smile. “Why don’t I show you two where you’ll be staying. It’s a lovely suite. Don’t worry about your bags.”

Stepping into the helipad was a robot, sending a shiver down Neeson’s spine. The machine was easily six-foot-ten. It had a slender, human-like, physique with ruby red exterior plating. Neeson saw himself reflected on its chest. Its face was eggshell white, and it was eerily familiar. Advanced robotic eyes allowed eyes that were a mirror image of a humans with just as many natural blinks. The rubber-looking coating on the head seemed to serve as a sort of face, complete with a nose and human lips. This also gave the robot synthetic brows. 

“Hello, Dr. Neeson. I am Paul Di'Anno.”

The robot put out its hand and the Neeson kids shook it with glee. Neeson couldn’t help but stare. So that’s far how they’ve come. Once Venloran had taken power, robot production had bene banned from all fields except when use was preferable to human endangerment. The several countries had embraced the tide of robot servants, unleashing new models almost every year. 

The robot had terrifying strength for its frame. It gathered all their bags with ease. The metal fingers and arms extended as needed. 

Once Meredith led on, Di'Anno and Neeson were left to themselves beside the helicopter.

“I must say, it is an honor to be working with a founding father.”

“That was actually my next question: who exactly am I reporting to?”

“Why none other than me, founder of the Baron Clive. Neeson was dumbstruck, something Di'Anno noticed. “Expecting someone older, Doctor?”

Neeson laughed it off. “With a readership as big yours, I guess I did.”

“Soon we’ll have a billion. Can you believe it? I can sell anywhere we’re not banned” Di'Anno chuckled. “With your help, we’ll have a billion more in no time. Turning Men into Gods remains at the top of the charts, my friend!”

Di’Anno took Neeson by the shoulder as they talked business. Tour dates, interviews with pundits, book signings. All for which he would be paid handsomely. And to think I had nothing to do with the book itself. Neeson chuckled to himself, feigning amusement at one of Di'Anno’s jokes. 

We have eyes and ears everywhere. Neeson was reminded of that reality. Even now, I’m a puppet on Venloran’s strings. The Doctor thought of Friday’s show. He hadn’t been to a live performance since his wife had passed. 

I’m sorry, Emma. So very sorry. I tried to change the world after you left us. I succeeded. 
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June 15, 2051 - Madison County, Virginia

Today Shenandoah National Park was closed off to the public. Instead of families dotting the woods, UNR soldiers occupied the area. They were guarding the Old Rag Trail which winded through the woodlands of the Old Rag Mountain itself. There were also a few choppers flying overhead. 

One of the choppers passed by the top of the mountain. Sure enough, the co-pilot spotted two people making their way towards the peak. 

“Come in, Control. They’ve reached the summit. I repeat they have reached the summit.”

Venloran and his wife walked along the thick boulders, hand-in-hand. It was a chilly day, evident from their coats and scarves, but neither paid any mind to that. The mountain was surrounded by almost 200,000 acres of forest. The couple trekked right up to the edge, no sound to hear but the wind billowing.

“God, I missed this view,” Janet said.

“Me too, honey. Come, let’s sit and enjoy it” Venloran replied. 

The husband and wife sat there on the rocky cliff. Venloran grabbed his thermos full of hot cocoa. He drank his soon after pouring, but Janet held on to hers.

“Thank you so much for this, Carl,” she said. “I’m lucky to have you.”

“Nonsense. It’s our anniversary, and you deserve nothing less” he said back. Despite this, she teared up.

“It’s our first time being up here without Warren. Do you think he’s looking down at us?”

The question rattled the man to his core. A surge of cold crept over his skin under all that insulation. He pulled his wife in close and held her.

“I’d like to think so, Janet, and I certainly hope I made him proud.”

Janet reached up and wiped a tear from his cheek. Venloran hadn’t noticed it was there. His wife kissed his cheek.

“I know you did.”

She rested her head on his shoulder as the wind persisted. They stayed up there for hours, drinking cocoa until the thermos was empty. It was the one day Venloran refused to be in his office at UNR Headquarters. What he never admitted to was that he envisioned little Warren right there with them. He truly believed he could see their home from way up there atop the mountain. Carl could still hear his voice echoing across the wind.

***
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LÁZARO CÁRDENAS, MEXICO

Halsey was dropped off at the ship in the afternoon, nothing with him other than the clothes on his back and a single backpack. Stepping off the bed of the truck, he saw the monstrous ship. There she is, the Meera. She has to be at least a hundred feet tall. However, as he got closer, he saw something much more impressive: rows of men and women awaiting him. He recognized many of those faces: Jesse, Gael, and Ruby, beautiful as ever. Also, there was Zaneta Marconi and the soldiers she’d recruited for him.

“Welcome back, Captain Halsey!” they all yelled out to him.

Zaneta and Myrna stepped forward from the rest of them. The young Marconi had something behind her back. Myrna reached for it and walked away from her. Halsey’s heart melted as they revealed the gift. It was a large navy-blue flag, and on that flag was the Crimson Angel emblem.

***
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“I FINALLY GET TO MEET the legendary founder of the Crimson Angels, a pleasure, sir.” Sostenes said as he shook Halsey’s hand. After his greeting, he plopped onto a table as the others stood. They were once again in the massive mess hall of the ship, only this time it was a lot emptier. In fact, the only people there were Sostenes, Julissa, and Halsey. 

Seeing as it was her there, and not Gael or Ruby, Halsey figured the obvious.

“My name precedes me. I’m still getting used to that,” Joe said, “and you?”

“No, no, I did not found the Holy Guardians. Venloran has a reputation for slapping strict regulations on corporations, and so a few corporate moguls got together and formed the Holy Guardians as a deterrent. They thought they’d done enough prep, but as this war has shown, they clearly underestimated what they were up against.”

“We’re going to turn that around,” Halsey said.

“After Cuencamé, I have no doubts about that, Captain. Wanna go over the specs for the next targets?”

To Julissa and Sostenes’ astonishment, Halsey shook his head, “Nah, tomorrow morning will be fine. There
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