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      It had been a month since the last battle on Blackfire Island. Erin was on her couch, flipping through television channels, looking for something interesting to watch. Ever since the destruction had been stopped and the Crusaders had disbanded, life was getting back to normal in the world.

      Society was getting back on its feet, and for the first time in a long time, there was no sign of any looming world-ending threats.

      The news had plenty to talk about. Every channel had a different angle—from the real reason Shane declared war on the squad to all the insane theories of how it all went down. No one had any answers, and anyone who did wasn’t talking.

      Just like all the other times, the powers that be called for radio silence, but the news was entertaining, to say the least.

      The internet, on the other hand, was filled with websites and videos trying to give the top ten reasons why the Crusaders were right. Anything for clicks in this day and age.

      There wasn’t anything good on television anymore.

      Then something caught her attention.

      A literal trainwreck. Some kind of toxic chemical spill that had happened hours ago. She shifted on the couch a little bit and couldn’t help but wonder if it was an elaborate distraction to try and kill the memories of the Crusader invasion.

      She flipped to another news channel. Same story. And the next.

      “Mission accomplished,” she said to herself as she watched. She didn’t feel good about the disaster, but at least it proved that people could move on. Time healed all wounds, she supposed.

      Erin took a drink of water.

      “Feeling pretty good about life right about now, I imagine.” A voice from behind said. It didn’t startle her. It took way more than random voices out of nowhere to do that. This whole month, the quiet was worse. The emptiness ate away at her. Out of all the enemies to fight in her life, this one was the worst by far.

      She never expected it to be this hard. The voice made her smile.

      “In a sense. I do miss them. They were good, but it’s all over now, and the world is better off with them not in it,” she said with a heavy sigh.

      “Yeah, they were good. I’m surprised they did so much to save so many. It was more than a job to them, even if they’d never admit it,” he replied to her and sat down on the couch beside her.

      Erin had a thought.

      “Hey, they’re dead. Have you seen them anywhere? Since you, well, you know, exist, and there is an afterlife, how are they doing?” she asked him. She’d wanted to for a while now.

      Lucifer moved closer to her, then pulled her close, putting his arm around her. She always forgot how warm he was.

      “Funny you should ask. The thing about that is that I haven’t seen them. I looked for them, but they aren’t anywhere. Knowing the Abyss and Theron, there is no telling where their souls went. Likely got sent to Rhydin, knowing those two. They would like it there,” he said to her.

      “What the hell is that? Rhydin?” she asked, making sure she said it right.

      “Yeah. It’s the center of the Omniverse, generally. The nexus flows there, and the place is a chaotic mess of races and powers, always something going down there, a fight usually. They’d fit right in a place like that,” Lucifer said and laughed a bit.

      Erin tried to imagine it, but nothing came to mind.

      “Good times. Bob likes it there. Theron does too. It’s where Darius’s mother is from, too,” he said and paused.

      “Getting there is tough, even for me. Going to check, well, I’d be gone for too long. The Sentinels need a leader and all that, but that’s the only place I can think of they’d be. Wherever they are, I’m sure they are having fun.”

      Erin took some comfort in the angel’s words and pushed up against him.

      “Don’t feel too bad. Now that my dad is paying attention to things again, life should be better for everyone,” he said with a smile.

      “It took the destruction of Heaven to get him to look down here again, no biggie,” she said and laughed about it, the insanity of it all. Even saying something like that was challenging for the imagination to understand. She was only human, after all. Lucifer shrugged. “Yeah, such a small thing.”

      The two of them rarely got to spend time like this together anymore. Hell was a busy place, after all—since the demons got a chance to taste free air, they were more fired up than ever to get out again, keeping the Sentinels extremely busy all the time.

      He was often worn out and tired when he came here. Neither of them knew what the future was going to hold.

      “I miss you, you know?” He looked at her. “You do? It’d take a whole lot to keep me away from you,” she replied.

      “Same.”

      “Is there anything you’d like to watch?” He thought about it.

      “You pick. I’m good with anything you want. I’m way more interested in you anyway,” he replied. “Oh, the pizza is on the way,” he finished.

      “My favorite,” she said with a smile. Right now, everything was right in her world, and she didn’t want to be anywhere else.
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      The portal opened up in the air fifty feet above the ground. The five of them hit at about the same time.

      “Ow,” Dustin said with a groan and only had the energy to roll over onto his back. He looked into the sky for a while, and something about it was off. For starters, it was green.

      “Hey, guys. If you’re not dead, turn over and tell me, is the sky really green, or do I have a really bad hangover?” Dustin could never trust what he was seeing.

      “Yep. It’s green,” Wyatt replied as if it were normal.

      “Wait, since when has the sky ever been green?” Blake asked, and they all started to stand up.

      “I don’t think we’re on Earth anymore,” Josh said, trying to get his bearings, looking around, seeing nothing that he recognized.

      “Yeah, but where in the hell are we? We still have our powers, so we must be in the same universe we belonged to, but this isn’t home. Bob screwed us over again. I swear I am going to kill him someday,” Cody said grimly, looking around, examining his hands as the impact wounds closed up on their own.

      “Seriously, I’d like to see you try it, but I didn’t screw you over this time. Amazingly, I messed up. I put you down on the wrong planet. Step this way to go home,” Bob said.

      Cody glared, but didn’t feel bad about what he said or nervous. Outsider’s power or not, he’d find a way to end this thing once and for all.

      “We’ll have our day someday, Cody,” Bob replied.

      “Can’t wait,” he replied.

      “Anyway, enough yapping. One-way ticket back to Earth, right here,” Bob said and snapped his fingers.

      The red portal opened in front of them, however, trusting Bob was a problem. It was nearly impossible to do that.

      Bob was smiling that same stupid smile he always had as he stood beside the red door of energy. “Well, what are you waiting for? You died on Earth. I’ll make it even better. I’ll cast an illusion spell on you. No one will ever know it’s you, not even your best friends. You can live in peace, for as long as you live. Come on. It’s a great deal. You earned a retirement package. A life of ease, right here.”

      They really wanted to go home and get on with their lives, try to have a life they felt like they deserved after all this time.

      Cody was about to talk when an explosion sounded in the distance, purple light from the blast. Cody closed his eyes and knew he shouldn’t look.

      “Oh my, I wonder what that is. Oh well, nothing serious I’m sure, right this way,” Bob said, that smile never wavering.

      Everything in Cody’s mind told him he should take a few more steps, leave whatever mess there was behind him, and go home. He looked at Bob, who was smiling. It was a terrible thing when he smiled, and it was something he always seemed to do.

      Cody turned to look at the violence against his better judgment, and the others did as well. They had no idea what they were looking at, but military tactics were always easy to see.

      Someone was being attacked—a strategy they recognized, a war tactic that was clearly human and designed by the Syndicate. The fighters on both sides were not human. One side they had seen before, the other was new—some kind of reptile person.

      “The Valimen are invading the peaceful planet of Bula. Aliens, as you’d call them, are generally not warlike. Nothing compared to you. Once in a while, this happens. Don’t worry about it. It doesn’t matter what happens here. Your precious little planet won’t be affected either way. Neither of these two races will try to attack you, not the Valimen especially,” Bob said.

      The Squad knew that name. They had tried to invade Earth once before in the past, but it didn’t work. They saw to that.

      They must have studied up on some tactics while they were there, however.

      “In a way, we are kind of responsible for this,” Cody said, and the others looked at him.

      “Say what now?” Wyatt said, confused. The others were too.

      “Look, remember those aliens, the silver ones? We showed them how to fight when we fought them. Now they are using what they learned to take over this planet.” Cody came to this conclusion by what he could see.

      “Dude. No. We don’t know anything. They could be at war. Maybe those lizard guys are the bad ones. These kinds of things are complicated. Maybe we should go home and pretend none of this ever happened,” Dustin said, but the sight of the lizard people was stirring an old memory.

      Josh stared at the aliens who were under attack. They reminded him of his own people from the distant past.

      “We could do that. Remember what Theron said? Humanity is considered the most violent race in this universe, maybe the worst one. Maybe we could find out what is going on and help whatever side is being invaded. Show them that we’re not all monsters, that we’re the best the planet has to offer,” Cody said, sounding strangely hopeful about all of this.

      As if he had something to prove.

      “Did I hit you too hard?” Dustin asked. “Knock those brains around a bit too much? That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard,” he finished.

      Cody looked at him, was going to say something, but decided against it.

      “Dude, whatever you’re smoking, I want some too. We need to go home because if we get involved here, there may never be a way out of it. We need to leave,” Blake said, trying to be the voice of reason.

      “We’re the Delta Squad. We should help these people out. They are using human tactics. This is our fault,” Cody said.

      “Damn it,” Wyatt said, seeing his point.

      “They remind me of my people,” Josh replied. “I can’t help them, but maybe we can do some good.”

      “When the hell did we become heroes? Did I miss the team meeting? I feel like I missed something,” Dustin said.

      Blake threw up his hands. “This is stupid and I hate it, but if you want to stay, I’m not about to leave you idiots without cover fire,” he replied.

      Bob snapped his fingers, and the portal disappeared.

      “I’ll tell you what. You boys can play here in the alien war zone for as long as you like. When you’ve had enough, I’ll send you home. All you need to do is, well, ask for some help, and I’ll be right there.” Bob was being unusually helpful.

      It occurred to Cody that he had a plan. He figured that coming here was not a mistake. He still had no idea why. He knew there was more to it.

      “Fine, but by the time we need your help, this whole invasion thing will be history, and humanity will be seen as more… well, less like monsters,” Cody replied.

      “Did anyone ever tell you overconfidence is stupid? I mean, you’ve pulled off a lot of impressive things. I believe you when you say it. Still, pride comes before the fall,” Bob replied.

      “So, we stay and get involved in a horrible mess we have no business with. This is the last time. We are done here, and we are going into retirement. I’ve had enough. I’m done with all of this,” Blake said.

      “Cool, how many last times is this? Six? No one believes that line anymore,” Dustin replied.

      Blake glared at him.

      “What, we all know it’s true,” Dustin replied.

      “Yeah, I guess you have a point, but this. This is insane,” Blake replied.

      “Won’t argue with you there,” Dustin replied.

      “Let’s be heroes for someone else. Well, someone has to do it, I suppose,” Cody said, and their armors formed around their bodies.

      They flew into the green skies from the path to home and straight back into war. One they knew nothing about.

      Bob faded from view. He couldn’t believe how easy it all was turning out.
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      “Keep moving!” someone yelled, their voices drowned out by the explosions. They were covered in dirt and bright red blood from friends they used to know, but they were not human.

      The Bularians were reptilian, taller than the average human and faster, but their weapons weren’t a match for the invaders and their surprise attack.

      The enemy had overpowered their lines of defense with terrifying ease. This small outpost was no exception.

      Retreat was the only option, and they ran for their lives in the slim hope that the enemy might give up the chase, but they were proving to be absolutely relentless.

      “We’re going to die out here. We can’t keep running,” another said, out of breath. Death was common these days since the invasion began. It seemed they would be claimed by it as well.

      Soldiers were not supposed to cut and run. They were supposed to stay until the last man and fight to defend their homeland. Emotions run deeper than conviction, none much stronger than the fear of death.

      There was no way any of them were going to stand there and die because someone’s plan went bad.

      There had to be a better way than this, but there was little chance they were going to find it because there was no way they were going to get much older than today.

      “Come on, let’s take cover over here,” another said to the rest, and they took shelter behind a ridge.

      The Valimen hunters were made for this. They enjoyed breaking ranks when the chaos started and killing anyone who ran. The psychological aspect of this was not lost on the people of this planet. Even if you surrendered or gave up, you’d be killed.

      The Valimen were ruthless when it came to war.

      The silver armored hunters looked at one another. It was easy to see where their prey was hiding.

      “Do they think we’re that stupid?” one asked.

      “Don’t know. It could be a trap. You can’t hide and make it obvious like that without some kind of plan.”

      The leader of the hunting party shrugged. “Spring the trap,” he said. “Circle around and take them out,” he finished.

      The two striders on the side moved forward to do that, the leader was going to watch.

      “This is a bad plan. We need to fight back, at least try,” one of the Bularians said, still trying to get the blood off his hands.

      “Old age is overrated anyway,” the one closest to him replied. The six of them looked at one another, knowing it was going to be the last time.

      “Fine, it’s been an honor,” their leader said.

      The pilots were circling around to come in for the kill. The distinct sound their engines made was only getting louder.

      There were two of the striders in the air. They were made only for killing, as they were more like small personalized airplanes, bright silver in color, and they were fast and agile. The pilots were skilled enough to come in side by side to take out the soldiers below them together.

      The striders knew what the outcome of this battle was going to be.

      The two silver airships powered up their weapons with a distinctive whine anyone could tell was the harbinger of something horrible.

      The short battle was about to commence when a brilliant blue beam cut through the two ships at the same time. They exploded with bright golden flames, sending melted pieces of metal in all directions.

      The six of them had to dive for cover to avoid being hit with burning wreckage. When they were able to stand back up, they saw something scarier than the Valimen hunters. There were five armored aliens.

      “No, it’s not possible,” one of them said. She was backing off, and all the others were terrified of these beings, even though they were much taller than the new ones.

      “It’s them. We’re all going to die,” another said, and the squad was confused. First, they could understand them, then at the words they were saying.

      “Wait, hold on. We saved you from becoming target practice. You think if we wanted to kill you, we’d stand here and shoot you in the face?” Josh asked, taking a step forward, but as he did, they raised their weapons.

      “You’re the war gods. We know who you are. Everyone knows who you are. Stay back, or we’ll shoot you. Don’t make us kill you,” another said before what looked like the leader stepped forward.

      “Put your guns down. They look like the gods of war, but they have a point. If we were supposed to be dead, I am sure we would be by now. Besides, what chance would we have against beings like this, anyway?”

      They lowered their weapons, if only slightly. The uniforms of the soldiers revealed much about the state of their army. They lacked armor. It looked to be normal cloth, and their helmets didn’t seem to be much better either.

      It was hard to tell who was in charge because there was no ranking system. Either they didn’t believe in ranks, or all of this was put together so fast there was no time to put a system in place.

      “Gods?” Wyatt asked.

      “Don’t let it go to your head,” Cody replied.

      “My name is—well, your divineness—my name is Zol. What brings ones of such immense power to a humble planet such as this?” he asked, as nervous as he could be but trying to be brave.

      Cody was taken aback by this revelation. Somehow, on this planet, he was a god—they all were. He figured that telling the truth, that they were here by mistake, wouldn’t have been the right answer, so he made it all up as he went.

      “Well, we were attracted by the trouble of this world. Zol, is it? Tell me what you think is going on here,” Cody said, really trying to play up the god angle.

      “Well, alright,” he said, looking at the others and getting to the story.

      “About three cycles ago, we got a—well, you could call it a request—to surrender the planet to us, or die. The Valimen and us, we never did get along well, but our planet’s distance kept the bad stuff at bay. Until now. We told them where they could go, and true to their word, they invaded. All of our cities. Bula hasn’t needed a self-defense force in three hundred years. Peace is much more common than war out here. We pulled one together as fast as we could, but it was too little, too late.”

      “We prayed to our gods for guidance and help, but none came. Our leaders made insane plans that we had no chance of winning. Outgunned and outmatched. Some Bularians told us to pray to the forbidden gods—you, the gods of war—for help and deliverance. You must have heard our cries. The forbidden five, as the dark tomes talk about in such detail. They talked about you. The Squad of Delta,” Zol said. Despite being alien, he sounded much like any other person might—clear and easy to understand—but he nearly looked away from them in fear anyway.

      “Why are we the forbidden ones on this world?” Wyatt asked, stepping up. Zol didn’t know what to think, so he told them what he knew.

      “Your arrival means the end of the world. Wherever you go, according to the dark tomes, you kill every living thing on that world. Gods of war that should never be sought out. You bring the wrath of the Abyss with you. Oh, what have we done? We’re all going to die. Please, take our lives and leave this world. Spare it from your wrath. We’re sorry. We really are,” Zol said, finally falling to his knees.

      The squad looked at one another. Nothing was cleared up. It was making more sense, but at the same time, not.

      “Rise, soldier. We are not here to kill your world. It is not time. You have told the truth. For that, we will assist you in your struggle. We do not promise you’ll live through this war. We can only promise you the chance to fight your enemies on even ground and the chance for victory,” Cody said, seeming more confident with every word.

      Wyatt looked at Cody. Despite the helmet, he could feel that gaze on him.

      “Excuse me a moment. We have to have some words with our leader here,” Wyatt said, putting his right hand on the commander’s shoulder and pulling him back, away from everyone else.

      “Have you lost your damned mind? The second we fail, bleed, mess up—hell, let Dustin loose on his own—they’re going to find out we’re really not gods, and we’ll have an entire planet hating us,” Wyatt said.

      “Yeah, well, someone’s been screwing with these people, and some ‘dark tomes’ declaring us to be gods—aren’t you curious as to why?” Cody asked.

      “Hell no. I don’t give a damn. Believe me, being a god is much more work than you’d think. We need to leave. Make something up and leave. Now. I’m serious. This is a stupid choice to be making. If we stay here, we’ll live to regret it. Let’s go home while we still can, while we’re not obligated to do anything. Listen to me.”

      Wyatt knew how this would end—at least, he had a good idea, and it wasn’t worth it.

      “Out of all of us, I would think you’d be the first to jump at this chance. What changed?” Cody was curious to know what was going on.

      “I changed. I’ve been there. Time travel does things. This kind of responsibility, we don’t need. Did you miss the part about us being the ‘world destroyers’? This is planned. We were brought here by design. You can’t trust Bob. This is all his doing. We can’t be here right now. Something bad is coming this way. It’s either a trap or part of a bigger plan we can’t see yet,” Wyatt replied, and Cody considered this.

      “If it is a trap, we’ve escaped them before. Everyone on Earth thinks we’re dead anyway. If we end up not coming back, nothing is lost. We’ll be fine. Don’t worry about us so much. Where’s your sense of adventure?” Cody said, shaking his head as he walked away.

      “Great. We’re going to destroy the planet. I know it,” Wyatt said, taking a deep breath as he walked back to the others.

      “All is well, I assume?” Zol asked, having no choice but to look down at the squad. They all did.

      “Yes, everything is fine. Just making some plans,” Cody said, and then Zol looked hopeful. It appeared it was the first time in a long time he looked this way.

      “The same thing we do in any war: we find the enemy, and we kill them.” Cody said, and this seemed to make everyone but Wyatt happy.

      “The enemy lies in every direction. Pick one, oh Lords of the Delta, and you will find thousands of the enemy. They are powerful. They dress in suits that mock your own, and they believe they are good at fighting, but they rely too much on their weapons. If this was a more hands-on fight, we would not need your help,” Zol said with a smile.

      “Yeah, when it comes down to it, we can take these guys, but we’re no match for their weapons,” another said, backing off, fearing to speak out of turn to a god.

      “Don’t be that scared of us. You’re on our side now,” Josh said, unexpectedly.

      “On another planet, I used to rule a race of people. You remind me of them a great deal. I had to leave them. Godly stuff, you know how it is. Big universe and all. Their enemies came across the sea. There was a great battle that I missed, and my people—well, they lost. You remind me of them. You need not fear me,” Josh said, turning his back and walking away.

      “Will you be alright out here on your own, or do you need an escort back to—well, wherever it is you’re going?” Dustin asked.

      “Oh, don’t worry about us. Just seeing you here has inspired us to keep living. Thank you again. Waste no time. Go in that direction—the enemy always seems to attack from that direction,” Zol said, pointing towards the south.

      “Go that way. Kill all of them. They’ve earned your wrath a thousand times over by now, surely,” Zol said.

      “Alright then. Let’s go say hello to an old enemy,” Cody said, and Wyatt shook his head.

      “Okay, I guess if there’s no changing your mind about this. We go. I have a strong feeling that by the time this is all over, I am going to be telling you that I told you so,” Wyatt said, and Cody, for the first time, didn’t want to believe him at all.

      He wanted a chance to make a difference in so many more ways than stalling a problem or stopping the crisis of the year.

      No, this was a chance to do something different—to save a world and make a difference in the belief system on a cosmic scale. If humanity could be considered a force for good, or at least something more than a bloodthirsty evil to be feared in the universe at large.

      “Be safe, Zol, and friends,” Dustin said.

      The Bularians were still stunned, almost too shocked to reply.

      “Let’s go,” Cody said. This was his big chance, the one he felt he’d been waiting for, for a long time. The five of them took off into the dark green sky and flew south, into the unknown.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      They could feel the call of battle, as it always had been. For some reason, the feeling told them that this was going to be much, much worse of a fight than they had ever seen before. Even Cody was repressing that feeling.

      Bob was the reason they were all here. There was no reason to put their guard down, not ever. It wasn’t long before the Squad began to fly over what used to be a battlefield.

      The burning bodies of the dead littered the landscape for as far as they could see. From the looks of things, it was a slaughter. It couldn’t have been anything else.

      “What did they do here? It looks like they came to fight, but for the wrong kind. It’s the same thing that happens when ordinary soldiers go up against us. Only this time they knew what they were doing. Look, you can see where they tried to run, only to be killed. The burn marks and the bodies show that,” Blake said, pointing out a small piece of the carnage.

      “Twenty-seven thousand and change, according to the computer. That’s how many bodies are here,” Dustin said, and it was easily the biggest field of death they had ever seen. They stopped in the air to look down on the fallen.

      “This isn’t war, it’s just madness,” Cody said.

      “Yes. I get it. It’s terrible, and the bodies are all over the place. This is not our war, guys. We need to leave. I tried to tell Cody this, but he wouldn’t listen. This isn’t our responsibility,” Wyatt said, but seeing this changed everything.

      “I don’t see any of the enemy,” Blake said.

      Josh could see the fallen Lemurians he was forced to leave behind, and his rage was building. Blake never did like anyone who thought they were stronger, but when they went to this kind of extreme to prove how ruthless they could be.

      Dustin hated killers and when he saw this, there was only one thought: This had to be stopped by any means. It wasn’t war—this was murder. That was wrong on any world.

      Cody always had a strong sense of what was right and wrong. This was not a mistake, it was evil. Cody knew one way to deal with it: It had to be wiped out until there was no trace left, or whoever was doing it saw the error of their ways and stopped.

      “No, Wyatt. I’m with Cody on this one. We can’t let this happen, no matter what the end results are. This has to be stopped. We need to do something,” Dustin said and couldn’t look anymore.

      “Yeah. Whoever did this is going to wish they hadn’t,” Josh said, and even he didn’t want to look at the horrid scene below.

      Wyatt knew that this scene was the final nail in the mission. It didn’t matter what made sense anymore. Now they were on the job.

      “Alright, if all of you are ready to do this, then I’m with you. We are a team, after all,” he said but didn’t have any enthusiasm about it. Yes, he didn’t like seeing this, but he also believed that this was not their responsibility. That didn’t matter anymore.

      Now this was their mission, to save a race that was not their own, to stop an invasion that had nothing to do with their world.

      “Come on, let’s keep going. There’s nothing here to see,” Cody said. “We keep going south,” he added. The team left the field of the dead behind, but it would remain in their memories.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      After the Squad left the death field, a place they were happy to never return, they saw that the areas that were not torn to pieces by the ravages of war seemed to be pleasant. Bula was an interesting world with its green skies.

      There were strange trees—they looked like trees from far away, but as they got closer, they could see them for what they really were.

      They were strange, black tendrils, thick as they came up from the ground, but they lifted into the air and moved on their own. There was no wind.

      These things, always alone, but from this vantage point, it was easy to see that there were several scattered all over the plains.

      “I bet those are dangerous,” Blake said.

      “Why do you say that?” Dustin asked and kept looking around at the ground.

      “Simple. One, there is nothing else around them, and two, that one over there seems to be attacking someone. But it’s one of those silver ones. It’s the enemy,” Blake said and pointed into the distance to the left.

      They all stopped.

      “Yeah. You think we should help or let the enemy die?” Wyatt asked them.

      “We need information. That one is still alive. Let’s go have a chat with this alien and see what we can get out of him,” Cody said, and they started going toward the enemy that was in obvious distress. As they got closer, they could see why this thing was so dangerous.

      The silver alien would blast the monster’s tendrils, but they would regenerate as soon as they were cut away.

      “Alright, let’s get this guy out of here. Wyatt, you save the alien, we’ll distract it. Don’t argue with me, you’re the fastest, so deal with it,” Cody said. Wyatt didn’t want to, but for now, he was going to go with the plan.

      “Hey, you! Run for it. We have a plan,” Cody said to the Valimen, who was being dragged toward the main stalk.

      “I can’t run! It has me, you idiots. Can’t you see that? I can’t get away!” the alien screamed.

      “Does anyone find it strange that all of these non-Earth people can speak English and we can understand all of them?” Dustin asked them.

      “Nope. Never really thought about it,” Josh replied and was the first to fly into range of the weird-looking tree thing.

      It was much faster than he expected, and the tendrils lurched out. Josh managed to avoid most of them, but one got him around his left ankle and pulled him to the ground. Josh pulled his foot back and heard the snake-like limb tear off from the core of this thing, but he watched as it reattached itself almost at the same time.

      He didn’t like that, so he started shooting.

      The bullets hit the core and the various tendrils, but it was pointless. The bullets tore the flesh of the monster, but it healed a few seconds later.

      “Damn it, I hate alien life forms. The movies were right,” Josh said, but there was nothing he could do about it.

      Blake took some shots at the monster, but his bullets did as much damage as Josh’s did, and it healed again.

      “We need to burn it,” Blake said and fired at the tendrils dragging the alien closer to the core. Wyatt rushed in and tried to pull the alien away from the thing but wasn’t quite quick enough.

      “What the hell, how fast is this thing?” Wyatt said and looked down to see the monster had a powerful grip on its prey. Wyatt couldn’t have pulled the Valimen away without killing it in the process.

      “Now, Dustin, anytime you’re ready,” Cody said, and everyone watched as the flames poured onto the tree thing. It worked.

      The monster tree let out a loud shriek of pain and let go of all its future meals. It was shaking wildly from side to side for a few seconds as the flames consumed it. All at once, it pulled itself straight into the ground, leaving a hole where it once stood, smoke pouring from the hole.

      “Alright, we’re out of here. Everyone, get back to the air before it comes back,” Cody said, and they all got away from it, in case it decided to come back and bring friends.

      Cody pointed toward a clearing on the ground that looked safe, and the Squad moved in that direction. The silver alien was trying to get away the whole time Wyatt had a hold of it. He threw it to the ground as he landed.

      The team surrounded the alien.

      “Alright, it’s time for some answers. Why is your kind going on the warpath? What’s going on here?” Cody asked but there was no answer.

      “Tell me,” Josh said and lost his cool, walking to the alien and picking it up by its armored neck. “I know what you look like on the inside. Without this armor to hold you together, you’re as good as dead on this world. Talk, or I start breaking things,” he said and never had a second thought about making this a threat. He was going to do it.

      “Alright, okay, put me down. Please. I’ll tell you everything I know. Don’t kill me,” the voice seemed female to them. Josh dropped it and took a step back.

      “This planet’s water has chemicals in it that we need to live. Our own planet has a shortage of it. The chemical used to renew itself on its own, but we don’t know why it stopped. So, we asked these people for help. It was a life and death situation, you understand. They said no. They refused us, and we tried everything to get them to change their minds,” she said.

      “They wouldn’t let us take what we needed until we could figure out what was wrong with our own planet. We got desperate, so we attacked. We told them to let us have what we needed. They never would have missed it. Not even a use for it. They had to go and push us over the edge. We attacked, using all the tactics we learned from a race called humanity ages ago. We tried to invade their planet a long time ago when we were still in our expansion phase, but we failed back then,” she added.

      “They said some kind of monsters came out of the dark, something called the Delta Squad or something. I hated history class. Anyway, we decided that a primitive people like these lizards needed to be punished. The council declared war—genocide. We’re going to wipe them all out so they know how it feels to have no way out,” she said and was filled with enough hate and bitterness that made them know her story had to be real.

      Or she believed it was real, at least.

      “Who are you supposed to be? Bularian elite guards? How come you speak my language perfectly?” she asked them, and Wyatt had a hard glare at his commander. This was what he was talking about, and he knew it would come up eventually.

      “So, commander, what do you want to do now? Any big ideas? Plans? Maybe you’d like to explain to her what we’re doing here,” he said and was getting more frustrated with this whole situation.

      “Yeah. Let’s think about this for a minute,” Cody said and looked toward her, trying to decide what to do.

      “We’re the Delta Squad. We’re the ones who beat the hell out of your forces all that time ago, so eat it,” Dustin said. She stood up then and looked at all of them, taking a step back.

      “What in Moloch’s name are humans doing here? No. This can’t happen. You’re all monsters. You’ll kill us all,” she said and pointed her weapons at all of them, all of that hate turning into fear for her life.

      “Real smooth there, Diab. Really. What would we do without you?” Blake asked and shook his head in disappointment.

      “Lady, or whatever, we are here by mistake, if you can believe that. Do you think we can talk to the leaders of both sides to stop this mess?” Cody asked and had no idea what to do.

      Maybe war wasn’t the answer after all. He would hate to admit it if Wyatt was right.

      “Talk? Humans don’t talk. We all know the stories. You kill your own kind on a whim. You kill everyone. The stories of what you guys did to us are legendary. Hell, these primitive scale heads here think the ‘Lords of Delta’ are gods of war that destroy everything they touch. You want to talk? Don’t make me laugh. I should shoot you all,” she said. Then Cody had an idea.

      “Fine, you caught us. You could kill us right here and now, or you could take us prisoner. Imagine that. The little nobody that took the Delta Squad prisoner—you’re going to be famous,” Cody said, and the others were pretty sure that he lost his damned mind at this point.

      “Guys. We might as well give up now. We’re outnumbered. We might as well go to wherever she calls home and find out what the situation is,” Cody said.

      They didn’t like this idea, but for now, there was little choice. “Fine, we’ll do this because we’re so outmatched and weak,” Wyatt said and put his blade away. The others powered their weapons down, but not their armor.

      There was no telling what this alien air would do to them unfiltered.

      “Yeah, this is some kind of a stupid trap, but fine. Prisoners of war. You’re not going to last long,” she said and walked to the side and motioned them to start walking. The motion was universal, and the Squad started walking in the direction she motioned.

      “No talking. Walk straight ahead,” she said. Josh wasn’t happy about this, but he went along with it because he was going to tear the whole camp up as soon as he got there.

      There was no reason to kill one when you were being led to so many more. For now, he contained his rage.

      “I have no idea where we’re going, but it should be good to see the sights along the way. Not every day you get to visit a new planet,” Blake said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The walk wasn’t that long. Soon they were going up a hill. When they got to the top and looked to the other side, a large encampment lay at the bottom of the hill.

      “I was on a scouting mission when I got too close to the Shub,” she said. “Thanks for saving me, but let’s keep that information between us, alright?”

      “You’re the boss,” Cody replied.

      “Shub?” Wyatt asked.

      “Yeah, that stupid tree thing. We’ve lost more people to them than to any of the scale heads. We got lucky they don’t use them to fight,” she replied.

      “Great. More of them. So many more of them,” Dustin said, looking around.

      “Keep moving up there.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I hear you,” Dustin replied and started moving.

      It wasn’t long before they were the spectacle of the camp. Everyone was looking at them—some in horror, others in curiosity. It was plain to see that nobody was happy to see them here. Anyone who knew the legend better knew to back away from the team.

      “This is the Delta Squad. They came from Earth, and it is I, Xela, who captured them. Remember the name well, remember you were here today to witness this. The legend ends today,” she said, and the squad wasn’t quite sure what to do.

      “So dramatic, gives me chills. I like it,” Wyatt said. “Yeah, like you’ve never done anything stupid before. Shut up,” Josh replied.

      “Xela, good work on finding them, but it gives more questions. We’ll discuss all of this later. Get these five and throw them in the stockade. Get their weapons,” a deep voice replied.

      It was hard to tell which one was talking. All these Valimen wore the same silver suits.

      “I can put them there, but their weapons seem to be integrated into their armor. They are outgunned. Even if they are half as powerful as we think they are, they don’t stand a chance. We have nothing to worry about,” she said, and a group of what seemed to be guards pointed their weapons at the team.

      “Overconfidence, much?” Josh asked himself.

      “All of this feels like a bad movie,” Wyatt replied.

      “Let’s go, humans. Like she said, try anything and you’re dead,” one of them said and laughed. Again, it was impossible to know which one it was.

      “Sir, why don’t we kill them now and save ourselves lots of trouble? This seems too easy. These are legends for a reason. We should get this over with now,” the other guard asked, worried about the whole situation.

      “Xula, listen. We need to bring these so called legends back to the home world and show them off. We’ll be famous, remembered forever. Put them away. I’ll deal with them later,” he said to the guard, who, despite his nervousness, did as he was told.

      The guards led the Squad away from the area. All eyes were on them, but only for a few minutes.

      “Soldiers, this has to be a sign from Moloch that we are going to win this battle and indeed wipe the scum away from this planet. They’ve been tormenting us for too long, threatening our race with death. They deserve what’s coming, and the capture of the humans confirms it. We will win this and every battle. Let’s hear it for victory,” he said, and the soldiers cheered with him.

      “Xula, come with me back to my quarters. We have much to talk about. The rest of you, prepare for battle. The time draws near,” he said, and Xula and the leader walked off together.
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      The Squad could hear the cheers and the speech. For being a jail, this place didn’t seem all that bad. It was clean, spacious, well-lit, warm, and had places to sit. The walls were made of shiny metal.

      “Nice place. Someone could actually live here,” Cody said.

      “Yeah, they believe in treating prisoners with some kind of respect or something. I wonder where they got that idea?” Blake said as he looked around the cell.

      “Don’t care. Can we break out now and kill them all?” Josh said, walking to a wall, placing his hand on it, and pressing against it. The metal started to cave in.

      “No, not yet. We need to talk about what we are going to do next,” Cody said, though the others already knew what they wanted to do first—well, Wyatt did anyway.

      “I’m going to start this by beating you. Then I am going home. In that order. That’s my plan,” Wyatt said, his tone telling them he wasn’t kidding.

      “Wait, stop. We can figure this out. All we need to do is—” Cody was cut off.

      “Did you guys really kill dragons?” This stopped all of them right where they were, and they all turned around.

      “What?” Wyatt asked as he turned around.

      “Um, mister Delta Squad people, guys. Is it true?”

      The questioner was much shorter than they were—had to be a kid. Why were there children here? A question for another day.

      The squad didn’t know what to say.

      “Oh, um, how about the mummy of Zeldar-B?” this kid asked.

      “Did you save the mining colony of the sixth planet, too?” The kid was super excited and was filled with all kinds of questions. Josh walked forward, reached through the force field that was supposed to be keeping them in, and cancelled it out. He grabbed the kid and pulled him up to eye level, then put him up against a metal wall.

      “Who are you? What’s with all the questions?” Josh asked, and the kid was more excited than scared.

      “Stories?” Cody asked.

      “Have to admit, I am confused about many things,” Dustin said.

      “I’m your biggest fan! I have all your stories. You are legends on my planet, but not everyone thinks you’re as bad as some people say. There are whole books—true accounts of your adventures! You’re superheroes!” the kid said without pause.

      Josh put the kid back to the ground.

      “Wait, heroes? Of course we did all that stuff. It was difficult, but, you know, it’s what we do. So, tell us, why are we hated so much by the rest of your people?” Cody asked, lying straight to his face, but not entirely.

      “Yes, sir! You’re all the greatest heroes we know about. When the crisis happened, everyone was going to die. We all knew you five had something to do with it when the cracks in the sky sealed back up and the shadow monsters went away,” he said, still excited and talking pretty fast.

      “Hey, focus! Help us out,” Cody said.

      “Yeah, okay. The story goes that you five destroyed an entire invasion force on the human planet, saving Earth but killing most of the ones who were there. According to history, that invasion force was supposed to be invincible. After it was beaten, they never forgave the monsters. The planet knew the Delta Squad as monsters to be feared, as they had killed so many. It’s a lesson I learned in history class—everyone does,” he said.

      “I always thought the story was fake. So, the Delta Underground was created. We believe that you are heroes and you never would have done that. Soon, stories of your adventures came from everywhere! Made into books, so many books. You’re only hated by the people who support the Council. That’s a lot of people, but still. I’m not one of them,” the little Valimen said excitedly.

      The squad members shared glances behind their helmets but didn’t say anything to contradict the child’s ideas.

      “Are you here to save us? The Bularian people want to kill us all by being selfish about stuff they don’t even need. We could use your help,” the kid said, and Wyatt crossed his arms.

      “Well, fearless leader, what’s your answer to that one?” he asked.

      Cody didn’t have an answer for Wyatt. This was getting all kinds of confusing.

      “Someone is behind this. There is one being I know of who would do something like this,” Cody said and sighed. “This is some kind of test, isn’t it?” he asked himself.

      “Alright. This is what we are going to do. We are going to get the hell out of here,” Cody said, and the kid was shocked at this development.

      “Wait, you can’t run. My dad says the enemy is coming, and they are mounting a massive attack with over a million people. You can’t run. We need your help,” he said, unsurprised about this.

      “A million? That’s kind of a lot of people,” Wyatt said to himself, wishing he was home right now, playing a game or doing anything else.

      “Wait, your dad is the leader? Perfect. We need to talk to him,” Blake said and pulled out a blade, walking toward the kid.

      “Obviously, if it looks like you let us out, you’ll be in trouble. Are you a good actor?” Blake knelt down.

      “Like that time on Mylar-15 when—” Blake cut him off.

      “Yes, like that. We won’t hurt you, play along with it. Guys, follow me. I have a plan,” Blake said to the others.

      “Well, if you say so,” Cody said, not sure what was going to happen next, but none of them felt like they were in danger yet.

      They followed his lead.
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      “So, what did you learn while you were, well, lost?” he asked.

      “Well, those tendril things on the other side of the ridge are the worst kind of trees I’ve ever seen. They have regenerative powers on an incredible scale. I think I would have been dragged away if it weren’t for the humans showing up when they did,” Xula replied.

      “Yes, about them. What the hell?” Jul asked, as confused as anyone else.

      “No clue, sir. They appeared out of nowhere. If it’s them, I am sure we won’t be able to hold them. If they are the enemy, they will likely side with the Bularians and try to kill us all. I am sure they want information,” she replied.

      “Wait, what? Wasn’t it obvious they wanted to come here? You led them here, they have all the information they could ever need now,” he said and looked away.

      “They gave up. I thought I was doing the right thing by bringing them here. It was easy,” she replied.

      It was soon after that something was going on outside. “Forty-five minutes, and we have trouble already. Imagine that,” Jul said and stood up to find out what the trouble was.

      She was close behind.

      There was the Delta Squad, holding a hostage. Jul took a breath. He was sure no jail cell they could build would hold them for long.

      “So, the legends are true, but look at you. Taking children hostage? Seems a bit low for you, doesn’t it, Blake?” The idea that this guy knew any of their names was shocking.

      Cody especially didn’t like it. Just another thing he didn’t understand about the situation he was in. Of course, memories were always hazy.

      “Yes, I know your names. You might be legends, but here you’re in over your head. Let the boy go. Let him go right now, and I’ll make you a deal. You help us in our fight against the enemies we have, and we’ll give you a full pardon for all the people you’ve killed. Refuse, and you die here. The boy has always been weak, you know. Thinking that you five were heroes. I know the truth. You’re as much a cold-blooded killer as I am.”

      “That blood colored guy on the end is the worst of all of you. I like how you think you can walk into any situation and fix it, but you don’t even know what’s broken. The weak will always die first. Soldiers, take aim,” the General ordered, and the squad was surrounded.

      “What’s it gonna be, guys? Side with us, or die here? You’re going to have to make a choice, Commander,” Jul said, the way he said “Commander” was in a sarcastic tone. Cody didn’t like that.

      “Blake, let the kid go. I’ve made my choice,” Cody said, and Blake did this and put his blade away.

      “Did you think we didn’t always have a way out?” Cody asked the General, and the five of them disappeared. The soldiers that surrounded them almost opened fire, but the General stopped them with a simple gesture.

      “They are of no concern to us,” he said and looked at the green sky.

      “Get ready for battle. The enemy is coming. I can smell their filthy scales from here,” he said.

      “Well, boy, what do you think of your heroes now? Either they cut and run, or they hide behind children. Think about it. Now go hide somewhere. I’ll deal with you later,” he said to him and walked off, but the boy was not convinced they had exactly run away, not yet anyway.

      “Maybe if you didn’t try to kill them and talked like a normal person, you could have gotten them on our side. They could have helped,” the kid was trying to argue.

      “Enough, you shouldn’t even be here. The enemy approaches. Get to the shelter. We should win this battle, but if not… you get out of here,” Jul said.

      “But—”

      “Damn it, do as you’re told, Tre,” Jul said and walked off to take command of the defense.
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      The Squad hovered high above the ridge where the impending battle was going to take place. There was a vast sea of Bularians approaching the area.

      “That kid wasn’t kidding. That force is one of the biggest I’ve ever seen. It keeps going. Look at them all. They’re pissed as hell,” Blake said.

      “Yeah, but what in the hell are we going to do here?” Dustin asked, and Cody had a lot to think about and not much time to do it.

      “Come on, man. We can’t sit here. We’re in this mess. Now we have to pick a side? I say we say to hell with the lizard people and help the ones who are about to be wiped out. Seems to me all this could have been avoided. There has to be more going on,” Wyatt said. He was frustrated.

      “I say we help the people who live here already. It’s their planet. They shouldn’t have to give anything up if they don’t want to,” Josh said and seemed pretty sure what he would pick. “I’m all up for sharing, but invasion is a bad move. Hell, with all this tech they could have taken whatever they needed in secret. Sure, it’s stealing, but what you don’t know won’t kill you. The silver alien guys need to go. They could have done this better. I’m with Josh,” Dustin said.

      Blake took Cody’s point of view.

      “Guys, listen. I know we’re usually defenders and all, but this time I see a fight for life here. This isn’t an invasion. We would do the same thing, and you know it, if we needed to. I say we help the Valimen. We can get them to not kill everyone. If we fight with the more advanced side and show some good faith, we can decide what the outcome can be,” Blake said.

      Cody liked this idea.

      “Alright. I think we should help the Valimen and find out more about that General, but we need to act now,” Cody said, and Wyatt knew what happened—they had hit a dividing point.

      They believed in different things.

      “You guys can do whatever you want. I’m out of here. May the best side win. While you guys are screwing around here, I’m going to find out what is really going on. You’re on your own,” Wyatt said and flew off so fast that it looked like he had teleported away.

      “Damn it,” Cody said and looked at the others.

      “Josh, Dustin. We won’t back down. Don’t do this. We should try to stay together, right?”

      The commander knew there was no way to change their minds once they were made. They had been at this stuff long enough that if they believed an order was wrong, they wouldn’t do it.

      They’ve been on opposite sides before, but it hadn’t happened this fast. Cody was convinced something more was at work.

      A massive force was about ready to attack another invasion force. There was no right side to choose, if all the information they had was accurate, at least.

      Everyone was at fault. There was no right side.

      “Brother. If we meet on the battlefield, I won’t kill you. I will put you down. You’re on the wrong side, and you both know it. The silver freaks are the bad guys here,” Josh said, and all four of them backed away from one another.

      “If that’s the way you want to go, then go. I can’t stop you. No one is right here, but the Valimen are going to die if they don’t get what they need. They were right to take it,” Cody said.

      “You’re insane. There had to be other ways. The lizard people are defending their home. You saw how many were killed, right? Thousands of them were dead, and you want to stand with the people who did it?” Dustin replied.

      “Maybe I can convince them to try a better method, save more lives?” Cody asked.

      “The Valimen don’t care about them. They’d rather kill them all. We’ve all seen it. I can’t believe you’d even think about siding with those silver freaks,” Josh yelled back.

      There wasn’t much more to say.

      Cody wasn’t going to waste time trying to convince them. “Come on, let’s see what we can do,” Blake said.

      Josh and Dustin watched as they moved back towards the Valimen camp.

      “What the hell are we doing?” Dustin asked.

      “The right thing,” Josh replied.
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      The battle plan was the oldest one, and most effective. The native people of this planet were going to overrun the enemy with numbers alone.

      They had weapons, most of them. Some seemed to have blasters of some kind. Others had clubs, swords, and axes. Anything that might be considered a weapon, they brought with them.

      Dustin and Josh flew over the horde.

      “I feel weird,” Dustin said.

      “I feel like we wouldn’t have to do anything at all. This force should be able to crush anything,” Josh replied.

      “Maybe,” Dustin replied, “but remember how many dead we saw. We don’t know what kind of weapons the enemy has.” Dustin nodded. “True.”

      They might as well be an army of giants. The shortest one was taller than a human, and every single one of them had one thing in common, they were all pissed.

      Josh could relate to this and hovered over this army and played the God card for all that it was worth. Dustin was beside him.

      “Should we find the leader and explain what is about to happen or let it all be a surprise?”

      The Valimen were far outnumbered, but what they lacked in manpower, they made up for in firepower and aircraft.

      Their ships began to lift into the air. The sounds of weapons powering up could be heard from all directions.

      Like the enemy before them, they also had the two Delta Squad members floating above their forces. The Valimen were focused. They had no need for anger when they had their training, even in the face of this overwhelming force. They remained calm and collected.

      Jul flew to them.

      “Cody. Blake. You’re fighting with us? What changed?” he asked.

      “Yes. Our team is divided in this conflict. We have chosen our sides. You should warn your people,” Cody said and continued, “Once this is done, I want to know how you know us. But now, we need to fight,” Cody finished and looked at the vast ocean of the enemy force that lay before them.

      It was awe inspiring and intimidating at the same time. He’d never seen anything like it.

      “You think that this is a good idea? Making the stand here? Maybe we should get the Valimen to retreat?” Blake asked.

      “Good idea? Nothing good about it. Make them come to us so we can wipe them out here and now. Once we win here, they’ll see how pointless it is to resist. We don’t want their backwater planet, the stuff in the ocean. We tried to be peaceful. They killed our diplomats and sent their armor back to us,” Jul replied. “They can’t be reasoned with,” he finished.

      “Alright then. Let’s do this,” Blake said, and they were as ready as they were going to get.

      “I’ve never seen this many people in an army at once,” Cody said, he was impressed at their organization.

      “This is their way. They swarm, mildly telepathic, too. They have a high population because this race are omnivores. They are, or used to be, top of the food chain in the known universe. Now they curb their monstrous hunger by trading with other races for food. For whatever reason, they said no to us. I’d like to find out why, so I’m going to ask what passes as a leader for answers,” Jul said as a line of striders flew past them.

      “Alright, good to know,” Blake said and flew towards the front lines, and the front line was everywhere.

      “I hope you’re as good as the intelligence said you were,” Jul replied.

      “Better,” Cody said. Blake tried not to laugh at that comment.

      From up here, it looked as if a tiny shining orb was about to get swallowed by an ocean of darkness.

      “What do they call this place?” Blake asked.

      “We call it Camp Golrab. The Bula named it Gusion Ridge. It is a sacred place to them, but everything seems to be sacred to them,” Jul replied.

      “The battle of Gusion Ridge. I like it,” Cody said.

      “Whatever makes you happy,” Blake replied.
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      For being heavily armored infantry soldiers, the Valimen moved with a surprising amount of speed and skill. Cody was impressed watching them rush into a vast and overwhelming force.

      The battle joined, and even though they had numbers and pure physical power on their side, the Valimen were soon filling the air with a bright red mist as they spun with their energy blades, and their blasters carved through the scaled flesh.

      From up here, it looked hopeless.

      The fighters strafed the sky, tearing holes with their beams in the enemy mass, sending fire and smoke into the air. Against this, the Bularians were defenseless.

      Some useless beams of light fired into the sky at the jets, but it was pointless because they were far too fast.

      The jets were too fast for the ones on the ground. Dustin had no trouble chasing them down and blasting them out of the sky.

      “Yeah, we’ll keep this fight somewhat fair,” Dustin said and used his wrist lasers to slice three jets to pieces before they even knew what hit them. The wreckage would fall down over the army he was trying to help, but this was war.

      Not everyone could be saved, and thinking about it wasn’t going to help anyone.

      The others caught on and started to chase him down.

      “That’s right, idiots, focus on me,” he said.

      The striders had beams, but Dustin was too fast. Avoiding them was a simple thing.

      “Too slow,” he said while they chased him down.

      Josh watched the battle unfold.

      He admired their rage but was disappointed about how so many could be held back by a far fewer number. This is what all of their enemies must have felt like, he guessed.

      He watched a few of the armored soldiers get overrun. When the death blow came, a jet of bluish vapor came from the suit and faded away into the air. Josh was going to join in the battle when something slammed into his left shoulder.

      Josh looked over in that direction in time for another one to hit him in the other shoulder.

      “Blake, you son of a⁠—”

      They both exploded at the same time and sent him falling towards the ground.

      “That’s right. I got you,” Blake said and decided that by distracting the most dangerous threat on the other side, they could have a better chance at winning.

      It was enough force to get his attention, not do any real or lasting damage. That wasn’t his intention anyway.

      Blake had a new problem.

      “I didn’t think this one through,” Blake said as Josh blasted back into the air in his direction. It was pointless to turn invisible, so he tried to run for his life. There were no promises that Josh wouldn’t kill him.

      “Oh, I’ve made a terrible mistake.”

      It was too late.

      Josh’s blood-red hands wrapped around the sniper’s head and twisted him around so he was face to face.

      “You shot me! Why did you do that? I wasn’t going to shoot you. I was going to shoot them. Not you, but now I am going to shoot you. Many, many times,” Josh said.

      Blake hated when Josh was all calm like this. It was never a good thing.

      “Come on, no harm done. We all know our side doesn’t stand a chance with you on theirs. I needed to distract you for a while,” Blake replied.

      “Mission accomplished.”

      Josh backed off and opened fire into the sniper’s body. The bullets smashed into his armor with so much power that Blake’s bones cracked despite the armor.

      The pain was so great that he had no choice but to back off and eventually fall out of the air.

      “Nobody ever said picking the right side was easy,” Blake said as he hit the ground with enough force to send the Bularians around him flying.

      Blake didn’t have time to suffer. He sat up and caught a spear as it came for his head and snapped it.

      “No.”

      Blake stood up, expecting to see Josh rush after him, but instead, he was nowhere to be seen.

      “This is my gig, what the hell,” Blake said, but there was no sign of Josh anywhere. Instead, there was only the war that was raging all around him.

      The front line was not far from here. He had to get involved in the fight, this meant killing the enemy.

      Blake wasn’t sure he could bring himself to kill someone who was fighting for what they thought was the right thing to do. The only option they had.

      He knew they deserved to win here. How could they lose? There were so many. But still, there was a better way. He’d have to put the emotions aside for the moment and get his hands bloody. Innocent or not, it didn’t matter. This was war.

      He never shot with wild abandon, but he needed a plan, so he took to the air.

      The silver Valimen were effective in battle, but the sheer number of the enemy was far too much. The line was beginning to break. It was impossible to hold the line like this. Blake took careful aim and shut out all the noise.

      “Blake, look. There are platforms in the distance. Large purple crystals, called Joxhorn, I guess. Jul tells me that is how they amplify their telepathic waves to give orders. Blast them to create some chaos,” Cody came through the intercom. Blake looked around and saw thousands of purple glints.

      “I see, thanks. Weird name,” he said and took aim.

      He fired and watched as the crystal exploded, the light faded away. Blake watched as what must have been hundreds of the enemy soldiers froze in place. It looked as if they didn’t even know where they were anymore.

      Blake found this easier to do than shooting them. He continued to fire at the crystals as fast as he could, those closest to the front line.

      For now, the line held. Blake was good with the non lethal approach, but there was no end to this. There was no possible way to win here.

      This was a suicide mission. It was making no sense to him, but the Valimen fought on with everything they had and were not willing to give up anything for this piece of land they never had a claim on in the first place.

      Blake kept shooting. There was no end to the targets, and even without the fear suppression and orders, they still marched forward with the crowd.

      Defeat and death were inevitable.
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      “General, I respect the ambition here, but this is madness. Why are you planning on letting all of your men die here today?” Cody asked.

      He could see the situation and knew full well how this was always intended to play out.

      “This is Gusion Ridge. This is the spot where their God ascended into heaven for the last time, according to their stories. I selected a group of men to come here. I wanted to wash this place with the blood of the people that lived here. This battle is symbolic more than anything. I never intended to win,” Jul said and looked at the Commander.

      The place where his eyes were supposed to be flashed orange for a brief second.

      Cody didn’t know what to think of that. He knew now that something was wrong. He started to regret taking this side.

      Before jumping off this path, he decided to try reason one more time.

      “We need to retreat. Nobody is going to live through this attack. Dustin may be an idiot most of the time, but he’s making short work of the air support you have. Josh is leading the charge. We can’t win here. We need to leave, now,” Cody said.

      “I agree, your arrival changed everything, and why is your own team fighting against you?” Jul asked.

      “Difference of opinion. They believe that they have every right to defend their planet. I believed that we could subdue them with surgical strikes and come to an understanding. However, no one on my team supports this wholesale slaughter approach we’ve seen so far. It has to stop. The last thing you need is the whole Squad deciding you’re the bad guy. Let’s not do the whole genocide thing, alright?” Cody said.

      Jul caught the change of tone in Cody’s voice at the question.

      “I think I understand, Commander. I have to know, where did that sword guy run off to?” he asked as he typed in the command for a general retreat.

      “No idea where he went. We’ll find him. Don’t worry about it,” Cody replied and looked down as the Valimen began to break the attack, and the bigger guns covered their retreat.

      “Blake, we’re leaving, come on back,” he said into the intercom.

      “Yeah. The first smart choice this army’s made all day,” Blake replied and flew back toward Cody. It wasn’t long before he was back at his side.

      The General was still angry that Dustin had shot down all of his air support that he had brought with him.

      “Your man is going to pay for all those striders, understand?”

      “That’s between you and him, this is war,” Cody replied. He didn’t care all that much. Jul didn’t get frustrated at the reply.

      “Understand that this changes everything. You will not be trusted. If you think that this is some kind of trick against us, you’re mistaken. We still don’t trust you, and officially you’re still the enemies of our people. Expect no mercy from anyone. We’re going back to base. You two are still prisoners. Cody, help with the retreat. Blake, follow me.”

      Cody nodded, and the two of them left.

      Cody didn’t like to take orders, but for now, he would help out.

      He fired two beams of bright blue plasma energy straight down from where he was with his hands together. Then, spread his arms apart as he fired, creating a wall of blue flames to separate the two armies as much as he could. The force was endless in every direction and seemed impossible. Cody did his best not to think about it too hard.

      He didn’t want to think about how many he wiped out doing this, but it was better than everyone dying in a giant attack.

      There was no way it would last for more than a few minutes at the most against a force this size, but it was enough for the Valimen to get some much-needed distance from the horde.
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      Josh and Dustin walked through the plasma flame. “That must have convinced them to retreat,” Dustin said.

      “Against a force like this, it was impossible to win. I’m not surprised,” Josh said.

      “Why don’t you go after them? You can chase them down and kill them,” some random Bularian said to Josh.

      “No, it wouldn’t be that easy. I suggest you get all the people you can to take these heavy guns back to whatever you call a home base and learn how they work,” Josh replied.

      “Oh, we’re already on it,” he replied.

      Josh needed to find a leader. “Good,” Josh said.

      The two of them took to the air again. “Is it me, or did all of this seem staged to you?” Dustin asked.

      “You said it. These guys thought that a force this big was needed to fight the enemy. I mean, look at all of—” Josh stopped mid-sentence.

      “It makes no sense. It’s like an entire city got together and formed an army on a whim. If that’s true, somewhere is undefended, likely some place important,” Josh said and turned around to face the horde.

      “Attention. I don’t know why all of you were dragged out here to fight. You must go back where you came from. Now! As fast as you can. We’ll follow you,” Josh said, and his voice was amplified several times so it could be heard by more people.

      “Nothing but a distraction, the battle for Gusion Ridge is over,” Dustin said.

      “Yep, for now,” Josh replied.

      “No, you’re supposed to say, but the battle for the planet is beginning,” Dustin said, disappointed a little.

      “What, shut up, let’s go,” Josh replied.
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      Wyatt wanted nothing to do with the war. Not that he didn’t want to get involved, but he had something to do here. Missions were complicated, and they didn’t seem to be getting any easier. He really hated leaving the team behind, but this whole God thing that came up didn’t sit well with him or Cody.

      There was no choice but to split up. It was all Wyatt’s idea, actually. During the whole conversation, they knew something was wrong. Publicly, Wyatt gave his objections to getting involved in any of this.

      “You good?” Wyatt asked through the intercom.

      “Yeah, everyone’s in place. Find anything out?” Cody asked.

      “No, I don’t even know where to start looking. Sensors detect a whole lot of life to the west. Gonna start there. Blake would have been a better choice.”

      “Speed is of the essence. Blake’s too much of a perfectionist. Good luck out there,” Cody replied and signed out.

      “Yeah, thanks,” Wyatt said.

      There were a few beings capable of making such a manipulation on this level possible that he knew of.

      Bob was the number one suspect in all of this, but nobody was willing to fight the Abyss on even ground yet. Despite all of their experience and power, Bob was an enemy best talked down instead of brought down with force—something that has only been done, to their knowledge, twice. They needed to get to the bottom of this.

      Wyatt was playing the role of a god yet again. There was one way to take advantage of it.

      Wyatt had no idea where he was going.

      He flew over vast expanses of blue grass fields, and once in a while, he would see one of those black alien non-tree things swaying back and forth, as if wind were blowing the branches softly.

      From a distance, they looked nice, but this was as close as he wanted to get.

      His armor detected many life forms, but nothing he could see.

      The grass here was so high that it hid anything that was down there. He really didn’t want to go see what it was, anyway. After half an hour in the sky, buildings began to appear in the distance.

      They looked a whole lot like buildings from home.

      His hopes were dashed. Above this city was a massive Vali ship, like the one he saw on Earth all that time ago. Wyatt stopped in the air. It was obvious that they couldn’t see him yet, otherwise, he would know it.

      The sun was already going down. He didn’t know how much time had passed since they had been here, but he was sure that the days and nights had to be shorter on this planet than back home.

      He lowered his height and flew silently to the first building he came to and crouched down on the roof. He took in the sights.

      The silver-armored Valimen were patrolling the streets. This was not their city, but they were in firm control.

      He watched as two would be resistance fighters came out of the dark, from behind, and tried to take the invaders down. For a brief second, it appeared that these two were going to wipe out the two guards.

      They struck pretty hard and knocked the silver ones down to the ground with ease. Wyatt was not going to get involved with this fight, as it wasn’t his.

      He was sure that the resistance fighters would have made this an easy win, but they seemed to be complete idiots. Apparently, knocking them down was an accomplishment all on its own, or these two were kids.

      It didn’t take a genius to see what was coming next, as they celebrated their advantage. Wyatt could only shake his head in disappointment as they got back up without noticing.

      They were talking into some kind of device.

      It was clear they were recording this.

      Showing off.

      The two Bularians seemed shocked at their recovery.

      Only for a moment as two bright orange rays tore through their bodies, and Wyatt watched as they turned to ash. Their device hit the ground, sparking as it broke for a second. He didn’t think they’d straight-up kill them, but then, he wasn’t sure what he was expecting in this situation, either.

      He didn’t like what he saw and decided to get involved, at least a little.

      He stood up and waited for the two guards to turn around and continue down the way they were going before. He leapt into the air and landed on the street below without making a sound behind them.

      He pulled out his blade and tapped it on the ground. The sound made both of them stop, and they turned back.

      “Who or what are you supposed to be?” one of them asked. Wyatt couldn’t tell which one asked, nor did he care.

      “Delta Squad.”

      “Delta? No, that’s not possible. Is it? No. It can’t be.”

      The same one spoke and backed off. They both did.

      “That was a bit harsh, don’t you think? They were kids. You didn’t have to vaporize them like that. Yes, I saw everything,” he said, and now, he was sure he was reading the body language of guilt from both of them.

      “We were attacked. Besides, it was a couple of scale faces. Who cares, there are plenty more of them. It’s not a big deal,” one said, trying to get out of whatever might be coming next.

      Wyatt didn’t like the term this silver thing used.

      “Call me generous, but I’m going to give you the chance you didn’t know how to give. Come at me and die like a warrior,” he said, pointing his blade at both of them. They didn’t need to be told twice, and they opened fire with those same orange rays as before.

      It was too late because as they were in the process of shooting, Wyatt had already travelled between them and sliced them at the waist with one stroke as he spun around.

      His sword was already back in its place as his enemies’ armor separated, releasing the blue vapor it held inside.

      He watched as it faded away into nothing, but at the same time, realized the armor was flashing. That was never good on any world. Before he could react, a bright white beam came down on his location.

      It came from the massive ship that floated above, and he could hear the sound of something approaching, well, something that was coming in his direction.

      “So much for stealth,” he said to himself and decided it was best to stand his ground. He crossed his arms and waited for whatever was coming next.

      The wait was not a long one. Not knowing what was on the way didn’t get to him. How slow they were being, on the other hand, did get to him, and he didn’t like it. Maybe it was for dramatic effect.

      Then, he was surrounded by hovering, yet small, aircraft—eight of them. They might have been drones.

      “Do not move. You are under arrest. You will be studied, then destroyed.” The voice was robotic. Not alive in the slightest.

      “What if I happen to say no?” Wyatt replied, and there was only silence.

      “Um, everything I say is a lie,” Wyatt said after it seemed they didn’t know how to respond to someone refusing the request. This only got silence too.

      The only sound that came from the machines that surrounded him was the sound of metal guns unfolding.

      “Alright, I’ve had it. Everyone dies,” Wyatt said, and took to the air at high speed. The ships reacted to this and sped after him with a high-pitched whine.

      Wyatt had no intention of leading them on some kind of chase—not a chance. He didn’t even bother to use his sword with this one. Machines were reactive and simple enemies. He had plenty of experience with this kind of enemy.

      As he spun around, he pointed his wrists at the flying ships. From his wrists came smooth, silver blades at high velocity. They tore through the alien metal from one side straight out the other. He wondered if the cosmically forged weapon and armor made this possible. There was always the chance normal weapons from home would have been useless here.

      They must have hit something vital on the way through because both of his targets let loose with blue fire and crashed at once into the top of some buildings.

      Wyatt didn’t care about any of that as he recalled the blades. The remaining six ships opened fire. He avoided five of the beams, but one crashed into his side as he was trying to get out of the way, knocking him straight back and out of the air.

      The armor protected him and deflected most of the energy away, but he still felt it the same.

      It made everything inside feel like it was being hit with an overpowered stun gun.

      “Yeah, everyone gets lucky once,” Wyatt said.

      Getting hit once was nothing to panic over.

      It inspired him to get a bit more aggressive with the situation, and he flew straight at them as they fired into the spot where he was.

      They seemed to be stun rays of some kind. They did no damage to the building that he could hear. No explosions.

      He used his throwing knives again, and both of them hit their mark dead on and carved through the enemy ships with no problem. This was getting pretty boring, so he retracted his two blades. He avoided some well-aimed but slow shots and used his sword to dispatch the remaining drones, then he looked up at the main ship.

      “Yep. You’re all going down. That is all there is to it.”

      If Wyatt had a mission, he forgot what it was at this moment. His blade began to shine a dull red with its power ever so slightly, and he charged the main ship.

      He had no idea what might be waiting inside this horrible place, but he didn’t care.
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