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      Ragon Island. The rain is pouring, the rage of the unnatural storm is relentless. That isn’t the worst thing on this island tonight.

      An explosion shakes the walls of the house. “Shh, it’ll be alright,” a voice whispers in the dark as the firelight streaming through the window dies. “Alright, does any of this feel alright to you?” another voice asks as a scream is cut off by the sound of gunfire. Five teenagers hid in the dark, soaked to the bone with the rain and doing their best to stay warm in the hell their home had turned into.

      “Chris, we should just go out into the open,” Amanda said, shuddering at the sounds. “Are you insane? We’ll die if we go out there,” Chris replies, doing his best not to raise his voice in the process. Skye was about to stand up. “I can’t take it,” she said while in the process of standing.

      Matt pulled her back down but not before she saw a dark blood red, skinned demon tear a hole through the police officer who talked to their class last week with his clawed hand. She only saw it for a second, but it burned into her mind.

      Skye’s eyes were wide, and she fell into Matt’s arms, catatonic, or at least that is what Matt figured. “We can’t stay here,” Matt cried out, and Chris shook his head in a panic. “They’ll see us. We need to stay right here,” Chris replied with a subdued voice.

      The gunfire got louder. “They are killing everyone. The smart thing to do would be to get out,” Stephanie said.

      “And go where, do what? It’s a storm out there, we can’t see ten feet. They’d kill us before we even got to the trees,” Chris replied. “They’re going to blow up the whole house, we need to leave, now,” Amanda said.

      There was a green flash of light behind them. It startled them all. They were even more surprised to see someone standing there, dressed in white, dry, she didn’t come from outside. “We don’t have much time, come with me if you want to live,” Megan said. The teens had questions.

      “We need to go now,” Megan replied. Another explosion happened, it wasn’t far. “Who are you?” Chris asked. “My name is Megan. Time is almost gone. They’ll kill us all. Come on,” she said again. “What’s in it for us?” Amanda asked.

      Megan looked out the window. “Revenge,” she replied. “There’s nothing you can do here but die,” she said as more fire shot across the window, reflecting in her eyes.

      “I say we go,” Stephanie replied. “Yeah,” Chris agreed. The others stood up. Matt carried Skye, who was still stunned.

      “Good choice,” Megan replied. She touched a button on her wrist, and all of them were gone in a green light. Seconds later, a bright blue beam cut through the house.
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      Some days are burned into history. Today is one of those days.

      It is 1954, March. The first of the month. The location is someplace most people have never heard of. It is called the Bikini Atoll, and here is the place where hell was going to be unleashed. But little did anyone know that hell was already here.

      “Does it ever cool off out here?” Dana asked, and Tony shrugged. “I don’t know, it sure is distracting, not to mention all the bugs,” he replied, swatting one away from his face. “Yeah, at least they can’t do any real damage,” Dana replied, doing her best not to be noticed.

      Their presence needed to be a secret, but if they found out that she wasn’t a man, there would be some confusion. Thankfully, conversations weren’t common, and no one had gotten too close. People were coming and going all the time. She went unnoticed with the help of a little Syndicate disguise gear to aid the process.

      “You two, you’re being distracted by bugs and the weather. Don’t forget why we’re here,” a voice said from behind. Neither one heard anyone coming, and that was rare for them.

      “Yes sir,” Dana replied and did her best not to roll her eyes at the same time. Justin shook his head and looked around. “This mission is a wash anyway. No one is going to show up,” he said to them, relaxing. “Yeah, I was thinking the same thing. Why don’t we just bail early? I think we’ll be okay,” Tony said. He was all for tropical vacations, but this wasn’t what he had in mind.

      “No, the second we do that, well, you know what happens. All the bad guys show up. It never fails,” Justin said, and Dana nodded. It was funny. Tony complained about the heat and the bugs. All of this felt fuzzy around the edges.

      The island was busy, even at this time of the morning. People were getting ready for the big day, and everyone had orders to follow. Dana looked around. Despite all the activity, nothing felt right. She grew afraid. If the Zodiac Corps were to show up, there would be no telling how many people they would kill to get this new weapon.

      Dana hoped for the best but knew that was a stupid thing to do. Ever since the world had changed, she was unsure why they hadn’t shown up sooner. Maybe they were waiting for today. Guarding the hydrogen bomb wasn’t their only mission. The Syndicate wanted firsthand accounts on how strong it was going to be.

      Dana’s vision shifted. This was nothing more than another goddamned nightmare, but right now there was nothing she could do about it. The six figures cloaked in black smoke stood there, side by side. The sun was behind them, but it was not enough to get rid of this darkness. No, this nightmare was always the same.

      “Wake up,” she said to herself. The voice echoed in her mind, it was useless. The rest of her team stood still.  Faces blurred as if someone had hit the pause button. “Run,” Justin’s voice cut through the paused scene, and she tried to run.

      The ground felt like it was made from mush right now as she ran, getting nowhere. A smoke covered tendril sprung out and wrapped around her neck. “No,” was the last thing she was able to say before it gripped, cutting off all the air. The pain was real, only for a second. The memories were broken, but all the feelings were the same.

      No control over the nightmare. Everything changed again. There was fire everywhere. “Get to the boat, I’ll hold them here. Go now!” Justin screamed. Tony grabbed Dana and tossed her in the boat. She was still terrified. She knew why, but the mind blocked it out.

      Only fragments remained. The engine started, and Tony pushed them out to sea. Justin fired his weapon again. The electric beam did its work. This wasn’t right, either.

      The two of them sped away from the doomed island, but nothing would stop history. The flash of the world’s strongest nuclear weapon went off. She remembers looking into Tony’s eyes for the last time before the shockwave flipped their tiny boat, sending them both into the sea. There was no hope of anyone living through that.

      She made her way to the surface, alone. The sea was boiling, and all she could feel was the searing pain. Death wouldn’t happen as easily. It never did. She looked around for anyone else, Tony at least, but there was no one. Isolation was one of the worst things to feel in the world, hopelessness.

      The nightmare ended the same way it had for decades. The sky turned black, the breathing started, charred lungs gasping for air all around her. She should have been used to this. How long could someone remain scared of the same thing? The burned hands reached around her neck and pulled her out of the water. The hands of a monster.

      She woke up screaming in bed, covered in cold sweat and terrified. “You are home, you’re in bed, you’re fine,” she said, regaining her senses and situation. It was still dark outside, and best of all, quiet.

      Nothing had quite been the same since the sky rained blood and the team apparently destroyed themselves to banish something no one understood. The dreams had been worse. The state of the world didn’t seem to improve.

      America was still recovering from Mark’s crusade, the world still recovering from the war before that. She was more shaken, still, by the blood that rained from the sky and the horrible events that could only be seen as supernatural. Thankfully, the world didn’t know about that last part. If they had, there was no chance life would be anywhere near normal right now.

      Dana took a breath and sat up. She felt gross and needed to take a shower. The feeling of the burned hands around her neck was still there. Getting out of bed and taking that shower took less than ten minutes, a long time for her. She had spent several years in a life that demanded constant readiness and everything needed to take the least amount of time as possible.

      Before long there was a fresh pot of coffee being made. Despite being ten after one in the morning, there was no chance of going to sleep now. Dana turned on the television and poured a cup at the same time.

      “The virus outbreak keeps getting worse here in Seattle. Experts fear a pandemic.” Dana rolled her eyes and turned the channel. She didn’t want to know anything about the outside world right now, nor did she care about a bunch of idiots who didn’t know how to wash their hands.

      All she wanted coming out of her television now was mindless background noise. The next channel episode of some ghost hunting show was on. People stumbling around in the dark, talking to nothing.

      It was trash television, but just what she needed. She finished putting her creamer and sat down. She knew that there were things out there, but nothing real would ever be put on the screen. All she wanted to do was not think and drink coffee.

      Then the lights began to flicker. The power grid was unreliable since the chaos. Blackouts for hours, even days at a time, were the new normal in small towns like this. She took another sip, halfway through, the power went out. “Awesome,” she said to herself with a sigh. There was nothing to do but wait for it to come back on, if it ever did. Each time the lights went out, could have been the last time. There was no way to know.

      Nothing but the occasional cricket outside to keep her company, there was a dull blue flash outside of her window. “No,” she whispered. It could have been a transformer shorting out. It could have been anything at all.

      That light was something she knew, the color, the quick and quiet nature of it. It could only mean one thing. Someone teleported in, someone who knew where she lived. Her house wasn’t on fire yet, and there wasn’t anyone beating on the doors, so it must have been someone friendly, or at least on the same side.

      Assuming anything like that was a dumb mistake. Betrayal was practically a sport in this business, and no one did it better than the Syndicate, at least it felt that way at times. Standing up, Dana moved back to her room and put on something simple, a T-shirt and some black jeans, then she grabbed the shotgun that was mounted on the wall.

      She walked to the patio door and slid it open. At first, there was nothing to see in the dark. Then, a few seconds later, five figures walked into the light dressed in armor, too. They were familiar but unexpected. “What a surprise. I wasn’t aware they had you doing house calls now,” she said and lowered her weapon. It was useless here.

      “We don’t. You’re in trouble, and we need to get you out of here now. There isn’t any time to explain,” she said. “It must be serious for all of you to show up, but I don’t trust you. Get lost, commander,” she said with more than a hint of sarcasm in her voice. This was nothing more than a trap. It had to be. She smiled and shut the patio door in her face and closed the curtain.

      “Oh man, you just got owned, Winnie,” Jin said, doing his best to not laugh. “Yeah, it was my first time trying to do a rescue mission. Do you think I should have explained what was going on?” Winnie asked, unsure what to do next.

      “You should try again,” Vera replied. Winnie nodded. “You’re right, I’ll explain it this time,” she said. The hope that people would listen to her because of her rank melted away.

      Dana knew she should go with them. No one talked to her like that. She wanted to make the new commander sweat a little bit. Not too long. She reached for the door, but inches away from the handle, someone knocked on her front door. She stopped and turned to look.

      “What is this? Did this team get even more reckless in the past few months?” she asked and walked to the front door. She opened the door but realized a second too late that the door wasn’t locked when she opened it. No one was behind that door, and it caused a chill to run up her spine. The threat was already here, and it was playing games. She knew that leaving was the best choice and made her way out the front door.

      Just before she got out of the house, someone grabbed onto her hair and pulled her back. “Does this bring back any memories? It should,” a voice said. Dana pulled the trigger, and the other hand knocked the gun to the ground with ease.

      “Aw, look what you did, attracted so much attention, such a bad girl. I can’t just kill you in peace now,” he said to her, holding her tight. “Damn it, who are you?” she asked, and there was no reply. It sounded like he was going to say something, but then the five of them landed in the front yard. The gunshot was sure to wake people up and if any cops showed up, they would add to the body count.

      “Damn it,” Winnie said.

      “Yes, you’re fighting with me, but I want you to watch her suffer a little before we get into it,” the man said as he held the strange looking blade to her neck and pressed it up against her skin hard enough to draw blood.

      “Well, come on. Come save her from the big bad monster like you’re supposed to,” he said with a terrible, inhuman laugh. Dana cringed at the sound but didn’t dare try anything. Her life was literally in the hands of government agents pretending to be someone they weren’t.

      Vera pulled out an alien looking pistol and fired. The aim was good, and the bullet struck the fiend straight between the eyes and threw him back. Dana made sure that blade didn’t cut her and twisted away at the same time. She turned around to see a black cloaked figure lying in her house, but there was no blood.

      “You need to run, now. The teleportation site is marked, down the street, the code is Delta Green. Go!” Winnie said and pushed Dana away. Her eyes grew wide. “That’s not possible,” she said.

      The man in the black cloak stood up, the wound between his eyes crumbling away to dust. “Guys, we need to go. You don’t know what you are dealing with. Come on,” Dana pleaded, everything had changed. They didn’t pay any attention. She didn’t know the situation. Maybe they had fought before, it didn’t matter. She was sure this Squad didn’t know anything.

      The man in the cloak was fast, impossibly fast. He never said a word as he wrapped his hands around the commander’s wrist and twisted it, leaping into the air, and sending his right foot into the side of her skull, sending Winnie into Vera, knocking both to the ground.

      Yoshi tried to draw his blade, but the man closed the distance between them. He put his right hand onto the hilt and pressed it back into the sheath. Then he punched Yoshi in the face, sending him flying across the street through a car with a loud crunch in a shower of sparks.

      Flesh Tearer and Flame Genesis pointed their weapons in an attempt to take this thing down, he was too close and took the spinning barrels in his hands, stopping them. With no hesitation, he pushed both of their weapons up into their faces, knocking them both off their feet and into the street. The pavement cracked when they hit the street. “Not today, boys,” he said.

      Dana watched the whole thing happen in a few seconds, then the cloaked man looked at her. “Run, I enjoy a good workout,” he said in his flat, creepy voice. She wouldn’t run, she wasn’t fast enough. Dana swallowed her fear and charged the monster. She put her left fist where his face was supposed to be.

      Dana couldn’t see his face, but she managed to hit something. Then realized it was too easy, it was what he wanted. The reaper looking figure grabbed Dana by the neck and lifted her off the ground. “Oh, the mighty Delta Squad, look what you made me do. Maybe if you were a bit better at your job, this would have gone differently,” he said.

      “Let her go, it doesn’t have to be this way,” Yoshi tried to reason with him but failed as the monster produced his blade in his right hand and slashed Dana’s throat from left to right. “At least she went out with a smile,” he said as the blood spilled onto the street as if it were a waterfall.

      He tossed the body of the former squad member to them with a flick of his wrist. The commander rushed and caught Dana before she hit the ground. She looked back up to where the monster had been seconds ago.

      “Damn it. This isn’t happening,” Winnie said as she tried to stop the bleeding, but it was pointless. The other four could only watch, there was nothing they could do. “Call the General. Tell her that,” she had to stop a minute to collect herself.

      “Tell her that we couldn’t stop Silence,” she looked into the eyes of the one in her arms. “Yeah, we had one damned job and we—” Jin started to say, but Winnie shot a glance in his direction. “Make the call,” Winnie ordered. Jin looked around. “Okay, but we can’t stay here. The local cops are coming,” Jin replied.

      “Winnie, we need to go,” Vera said as she stood up. “Come on,” Winnie replied. With that, the five of them took off into the night sky, disappearing.
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      “Silence got here just after we did. We tried to stop it, but we couldn’t. It was too fast for us. Dana is gone,” Jin’s voice came through the speaker. The message came to Blackfire Island. Erin listened to it and was destroyed from the inside out. The news shook everyone in the room who heard it. “God damn worthless imitations,” Nick whispered under his breath.

      How could something like this happen? She slammed her fist into a wall in frustration. “All you had to do was teleport her back here. How did you mess this up?” Erin asked, doing her best to hide the emotion from them.

      “I don’t know. One minute everything was fine and the next the freak in the cloak was tossing us around like toys. What the hell is this thing?” Winnie asked, and Erin hesitated. “A mistake,” she replied. “Get back here. We need to be ready for anything and repair the armor,” Erin said and hung up the phone.

      “Bob shows up, and months later Grandmaster Silence? This isn’t random,” Emily said, and Erin cringed. “No, really, you think?” Erin was about to lash out.

      “Hey, enough. It sucks, but we don’t have time to get upset right now. We need to come up with a plan. There aren’t many of the old teams left who faced this thing. He’s been going after everyone who’s ever attacked him. How many are left?” Erin asked. “Tony, Quentin, me,” Nick said and shook his head. “Hey. Tony and Q were the only two who stood a chance. All I did most of the time is run,” Nick admitted.

      “Yeah, we know,” Erin replied and looked away. “Stupid Delta Squad members, always so confident until someone cuts their throat. Call Tony and Q and see if you can convince them to come back to base until we can figure this out,” Erin ordered. After that, she had no idea what to do. Grandmaster Silence was one of those stories from the Delta archives everyone had some idea about, but no one expected to really face. Old stories never died.

      “So, what are we going to do now?” Nick asked and continued. “Why did he kill Dana and leave the others to walk?”

      “It’s obvious. He’s a sadistic son of a bitch and he just wants us to know that he can kill them at any time he wants. Silence has always been like that. Overconfident but able to back it up, too,” Emily replied, rolling her eyes.

      “Can anyone get in contact with the Guardians? Maybe they know something,” Erin asked. It was a question she had been asking quite a bit these past couple of months. “No, radio silence as usual. They want nothing to do with us, remember?” Emily asked, but it was sarcasm. Emily needed to get out of here. Cabin fever was setting in, and it wasn’t going to be much longer before more than accusations were going to fly.

      “I’ll try contacting them again. Who knows? Maybe someone will feel generous enough to give us some info,” Emily said and left the conference room before anyone could stop her. “I still don’t trust her,” Nick said seconds after she left.

      “Yeah, me either, but at least here we can keep an eye on her,” Erin replied. It was the only answer she had right now. “We can keep an eye on her in the brig just the same,” Nick replied, and Erin didn’t want to hear about it anymore.

      “We need to focus on the now. We can’t do anything about the past,” she replied. All she wanted to do was tell him to shut up, but that wouldn’t make anything better.

      Nick let the topic go. “Yeah, I’ll find Tony, but if we can find him, so can he. Chances are Silence is following the dimwitted squad to their targets and killing them as we find them,” Nick said. “So, you are saying we have a spy in the ranks?” Erin asked. It was a fair question. “Hell no. The circle is small. No one even knows we’re back on the island. Well, not too many,” Nick replied.

      It was a small circle. Roger entered, he looked tired. “I just heard the news. It’s true?” Roger asked, and Erin nodded. “Yeah. The squad confirmed it a few minutes ago,” Erin replied. Roger hit the metal wall with his right hand, the pain was brief. “What the hell are we even doing? We can’t save anyone, no one knows we’re here, we’re cut off from everything. We should just go home, live our lives, and not give a damn anymore,” Roger yelled.

      “I mean, we can’t even fight back. The squad we have is next to worthless, and with one word to their real bosses, this is over anyway,” Roger said, the grief and reality of the situation taking him over.

      Erin stood up and walked to him. “I get it. Life sucks right now. It’s been worse. We’ve made it through everything. This will be no different. Pull it together. If you don’t, maybe the island will see you as unworthy. Maybe she eats you next. You need to stop being such an emotional wreck and start being part of this team, now,” Erin said and was tempted to punch him to get the point across.

      Roger shook his head. “I know,” he replied. “I just hate all of it,” he replied, and she nodded. “I understand, I do too. We all do. Focus on what we can do right now. We need to find Silence, find Q and Tony. You need to access the archives to see what you can find out about Silence maybe we missed something,” Erin said.

      “Only the high council had access to them. Heath couldn’t even get in,” Roger replied, and Nick nodded. “Listen. I’m going to call Tony. I hope he still has his phone on him. Then we can try to crack the archives together,” Nick said, not knowing what else to say. Roger shrugged, and Nick decided it was time to get back to work.

      Roger missed the old days. Now it was like everyone was on the edge of failing, and worse, there wasn’t some world ending crisis responsible. Just some super powered maniac hunting them down. The only ones in trouble right now were them. “Trust me, we’ll get through this. We can handle one guy. We have more allies than you think, but we won’t need them. We got this. It’s just one guy,” Erin replied, but Roger didn’t feel great about bringing anyone else in. Silence might kill them, too if they did.

      “I hear you, I’m just freaking out I guess,” Roger replied, and Erin knew he needed something to do. “See if you can figure out the archives. Nick will be there soon. With Dana gone and Tony and Q a big maybe, we need to get those doors open. That might be the only way we stop him,” she said, and Roger knew it was true.

      “Yeah,” Roger said, took a breath, pulled himself together. “I’ll figure it out,” Roger said, turned around, and walked to the door.

      Erin knew it was next to impossible, but he needed something to do to keep busy. This place was running on minimal power. Heath shut it all down when he left. It was frustrating to work like this. At full power with all their resources, Silence would have been tracked and stopped.

      “Too bad the council was killed,” Erin said. Roger stopped. “Yeah, it would have been easier getting to the archives with them still around, but what are you going to do?” Roger asked and walked out, the door closing behind him.

      “Damn it, Dana, why didn’t you go with them when you had the chance,” she said. None of it made sense, but then, she had no idea how the event went down. Erin decided the next thing she was going to do was find out what happened.
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      The forgotten moon base was also busy.

      “The armors are ready. They are ready, too. All we need is the signal,” a man in a white lab coat said to Megan. He’d worked hard to get to this point over the years. Megan nodded, staring at a console, the screens on it loaded with information.

      It had been months without contact from Earth. The Syndicate fell and forgot the people up here even existed. The world has slipped too far into chaos. “It is time to bring humanity back to reality, whether they like it or not,” Megan said.

      The scientist in white shifted uncomfortably. “The project is ready to go. They are, theoretically, unparalleled in power, at least for now. I need you to be sure that this is the right path. You will meet resistance,” the scientist replied.

      “Resistance from who? The Syndicate is gone. The Guardians don’t involve themselves in the affairs of history. The military is a joke. The world was almost wiped out by a superpowered dimwit who couldn’t take a single thing seriously. All that showboating nonsense got him beat in the end,” Megan paused and walked towards her suit of armor. No, it was more like a work of art to her.

      “We are ready. Project Olympus is ready. The six of us are going to bring the world into a new kind of order. Maybe not quite a golden age, but it’ll be better than what’s going on now. They’ll never see us coming,” Megan said.

      “No, they won’t see you coming, that’s for sure,” the man replied.

      “Alright, everyone suit up. We are launching in five minutes,” Megan said into the intercom and watched from the window as five others approached their suits. She couldn’t help but smile. They had waited so long for this. “This is going to be great,” she said to herself.

      “You must realize that once you show up, you run the real risk of running into the Delta Squad,” the man replied, and the smile disappeared.

      “We’ve been monitoring the situation on Earth ever since the dimensional tear. Those five are dead, their armors are scrap by now. The replacements are weak,” she replied in a hurry.

      “Those are not the only threats, and you know it. That planet is full of nightmares, and most of them are content right now. Are you sure you want to give them a reason to fight? What if you go down there and set something off? Something you can’t handle?” he asked, and she shook her head.

      “If we can’t handle it, we don’t deserve to,” she replied and with that turned and walked out of the room.

      “Well, good luck with that,” he replied and started entering the commands needed to launch the suits. Megan wondered why she put up with Solaris’s constant naysaying.

      Megan stepped out into the bay and walked forward to the capsule in the center with the steam rolling off it. “Are you all ready?” she asked the others at her side.

      “We’ve been ready for years now, let’s do this,” Chris replied, his eyes focused on the black capsule in front of him.

      “Yes,” Skye said.

      “Mechanical as ever,” Stephanie replied. Skye ignored her. Megan decided that was enough talk.

      “Good, let’s go,” Megan replied, and the capsules opened all at the same time.

      The six of them stepped inside, the chambers closed behind them. The shield protecting the bay disappeared, and the air in the room was sucked out. The silent countdown hit zero and the capsules launched into the black.

      “Eject,” Megan said and one at a time the shells around the suits split open. Megan ignored them for a second and looked at her own hand. She’d never felt so powerful. “Alright, heading zero six, everyone. Follow me,” she said. A second later the suit came to life and the six of them blasted towards the unsuspecting Earth.

      A few minutes later they saw something floating in orbit. “What in the hell is that?” Megan asked.

      “Just a chunk of ice. Can I shoot it?” Athena asked.

      “Sure,” Megan replied and a second later a golden beam slammed into the frozen thing, sending it spiraling towards the surface.

      “Weird, I could have sworn that thing looked like a cowboy from here,” Megan said, but knew that was impossible. “Nice shooting, anyway, let’s keep going. We have a mission to complete,” Megan ordered the others. With that, the six of them continued their journey to the planet.
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      Mark stared into the dead ground. The same place he’d known for months. The only thing he had to keep him warm was his anger, the only thing that kept him sane was thinking about how he was going to get even. Somehow, he’d do it. All he had to do was get out of here.

      He won, didn’t he? He had beaten the squad, taken over the country, and his plan worked. The details of how he got here were fuzzy now. Everything blended, all the stuff that made sense. Then that thing showed up. Bob?

      What was Bob, anyway?

      “I could answer that, but it might make you a little crazy,” a voice said, and Mark jumped as he spun around. “You can read my mind, too?” Mark asked him. Bob was standing there, looking the same as he did the first time.

      “Adam was right when he said some knowledge was dangerous,” Bob replied. Mark looked away. He had no idea what to do next.

      “So, you think enough time has passed or should we keep waiting?” Bob asked him something that had no context.

      “Who knows. You’re the all powerful maniac here. Not me. All I do is wait,” he replied. Bob laughed.

      “Oh kid, don’t you know that power brings me no fun? It’s why people like you exist,” he replied. Then Bob started walking towards him.

      “Cody, the commander that’s dust now, managed to pull off just enough power to throw me out of your reality for a while. I don’t take betrayal lightly. I hate it when people go back on my deals. A little revenge is in order, don’t you think?” Bob asked. Now the thing was talking in terms he understood.

      “Hell yes, but who are we going to hit? The Delta Squad are gone, the world is beyond fixing, now,” Mark figured out the details. Something must have happened. Bob nodded.

      “Who knows, but I’ve had it with your version of reality. Before I left, I made sure to put Grandmaster Silence. Zodiac Corps have come back in play, too. That’s not my doing, you know. Someone’s backup plan, I suppose,” Bob said.

      Mark winced. “The Zodiac and Silence,” he trailed off for a few seconds. “Why them?” he asked, and Bob shrugged.

      “When I do something, I do my best. They all will be the instruments of my revenge in the end,” Bob replied, and Mark wasn’t sure how that was going to work out.

      “If the Delta Squad really is gone, just let me out. I have a team I could put together. We’ve won once and without them kicking around, doing it again would be easy. We could get the plan back on track in days. No one would stand a chance,” Mark replied. “There is no reason you’d need Silence or the Zodiac,” he said.

      Bob shrugged. “I can see into your reality. Like always, you people are always messing with things you shouldn’t. There are things about to happen on that planet that haven’t happened in a long time. Things are going to get exciting. Maybe if I’m lucky you’ll all kill one another this time. I can see it all now,” Bob said and looked off into the dark, as if stuck in a daydream.

      “No, the time for you isn’t now. I’ll let you wait here a little longer, but you need to be ready. When I call on you, you’ll need to play your part. See you soon, buddy,” Bob replied, stepped back into the dark and melted into it.

      “Right, now I’m a pawn in some game,” Mark said and hated it. If it gave him the chance to get out of here, it was fine with him, at least for now.
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      Smoke filled the bar and music played, but not too loud. The crowd was having a good time. Peace had finally broken out, and it looked to be permanent this time. There was nothing to be worried about. No one had a will to fight, there wasn’t much left worth fighting for.

      It was ten after nine when Paxton walked in. Of course, without his armor, no one even looked twice at him. He scanned the room. There, in the corner, were the two he was here to meet. Lance waved him over, Nate turned to look.

      Paxton made his way through the crowd and to the booth. “Hey guys, what’s this all about?” he asked as he sat down. Nate shook his head and took a drink of his beer. Lance sat up straight.

      “Oh, we thought you could get out of that hole you’ve been in since, well, you know,” Nate replied, and Lance nodded.

      Paxton didn’t buy it. “This is kind of exposed, isn’t it?” he asked, expecting a special forces raid to happen any minute.

      “Even if it is, we’ve got your back, and no one would be dumb enough to risk all these lives. Besides, the whole world is about to fall to pieces. We are the least of their problems. So, what’s going on, Pax?” Lance asked, trying to keep the mood light. He shrugged.

      “Just fine tuning the armor, you know, living the good life, I guess,” he replied.

      “Come on, what are we doing here?” Paxton asked again. Lance and Nate glanced at one another. Then Lance looked across the crowd.

      “Check it out,” he said, and Paxton looked.

      “Oh, is that them?” Paxton asked and shifted in his seat a little.

      “Yeah. I found them a month ago. Look at them, looking so normal and well adjusted,” Lance replied.

      “Alright, then why are we here?” Paxton asked. He didn’t want to be close to them if he could help it.

      “I think because things are different now, maybe we could talk to them, maybe make a team. They are just as messed up as we are, so chances are good,” Nate replied, and Paxton shook his head.

      “I don’t think so, guys. Messed up, maybe, but let’s face it. Mark did this to them, we did nothing to stop it. I don’t think they are going to listen to anything we have to say,” Paxton said and was seconds from walking away from all of this. Without his armor he felt too exposed here.

      Lance smiled. “Let’s see what they do about this, watch,” he said, concentrating on a group at the bar. They looked like they were the best part of some college football team, and way too drunk and young to be in a place like this.

      “Come on, Lance, this is stupid,” Paxton complained a little, but maybe the two of them had a point.

      “Stupid is how all the fun in the world starts,” Nate replied. Paxton didn’t know how true that was, but there wasn’t much he could do.

      The group were having a good time when their attitude changed. There were six of them, and all at once they turned to look at the group keeping to themselves. “Hey, freaks, I thought I told you before you aren’t allowed in our bar, get the hell out,” the one in charge said.

      Brianna looked up from her drink. “Who are you?” she asked the jock with the letter jacket on. She stared into his green eyes and they looked glazed over.

      “Someone who doesn’t want your kind in here, get out before we throw you out,” letter jacket said to them.

      The four sitting at the table glanced at one another, not sure what to do here. “Hey, we don’t want any trouble. We are celebrating because my man Kelly here aced one of the toughest tests of the year. Come on, we’ll buy you a drink. No trouble,” Angel replied.

      “The hell did you say to me, you Mexican—” the man started to talk. It was clear the situation was not going to be resolved by words alone. He was cut off when Tyler stood up, grabbed the leader of the group by the shirt, and pulled him close in a second.

      “Get lost, please,” Tyler said in a more serious tone. So far, no one had noticed what was going on. The shorter one just behind the letter jacket reached around, grabbed Angel, dragged him out of the chair, and punched him.

      Angel went down hard and slid against the wall. The attack didn’t hurt, but it did manage to piss him off. It wasn’t long before the other three had their eyes on their new random enemies.

      “Alright, you’ve had your fun, we’ll go now,” Kelly said. He had no choice but to give in. The crowd was taking notice, and there was no reason to keep this going. These idiots didn’t stand a chance, but, well, he knew what great power came with. It was times like these when restraint was the better choice. He stood up and started to make his way towards the door.

      Brianna helped Angel stand up when two of them tried to jump and pull him away. The crowd was watching now. “Get the hell off of me,” Angel said and channeled a tiny fraction of War’s power into his punch. He hit the leader in the stomach with so much force it knocked him off his feet and into his friends, who in turn were knocked to the floor.

      The sudden and frightening amount of force he used in a split second of anger changed the feeling of the whole place. Everyone was trying to understand what they had seen. “Damn it,” Kelly said under his breath and thought about explaining himself, but it was pointless. “We’re leaving,” Kelly said as he started to lead the other three out. The crowd separated as they moved, the fear was real.

      In seconds, they had made it outside. The cold air was refreshing. “Dude, what the hell were you thinking?” Kelly asked him, and Angel shook his head. It was hard to be mad. “Don’t worry about it, man, let’s just get out of here before the cops show up,” he added. All Kelly knew was that they would not be welcomed back to this bar.

      “If they show up, cops don’t seem to mean much anymore,” Tyler replied. Then footsteps interrupted their conversation.

      “That was quite the show you guys put on tonight,” Lance said and dispelled the illusion hiding the three of them. “This is your life now. No matter where you go, you’ll be different. You’ve been out of the cave. You can’t relate to these people anymore. It’s just not possible,” Nate added.

      “Killing you now would be doing the world a favor, why are you here?” Kelly asked. The other three were tense. “The world has changed. People like us aren’t needed anymore. All the wars are over and now it’s just a slow grind to the end all this college nonsense is meaningless, can’t you feel it? We were inviting you to be on our team. Live like kings, do anything you want, and you never have to deal with normal people like this again, unless of course you want to,” Lance replied.

      “Trust a bunch of genocidal maniacs like you, yeah I’ll pass,” Kelly replied. Angel looked at the ground. “Maybe they have a point. We can’t fit in anywhere. It’s just a matter of time before one of us really hurts someone. On accident or on purpose, maybe we should go with people who at least know. The Syndicate doesn’t exist anymore. All the training in the world isn’t going to prevent that,” Angel replied.

      “They are murderers, how many people have they killed? How many more will they kill? You want to go with them? You had a bad day, we all have them,” Kelly replied. “Yeah, but the average person can’t throw cars around and turn into a superpowered nightmare,” Tyler replied.

      Lance was nodding in agreement to all of this, he did have a point after all. The new normal world was no place for people with powers like theirs. Kelly was about to say something.

      It was then when the sky above them lit up in brilliant colors of gold and silver, turning night into day. All seven of them had to shield their eyes from the blinding light. “Lance, what the hell are you doing?” Nate asked, shielding his eyes.

      “It’s not me. This is something else,” Lance replied, as confused as everyone else. They were all looking towards the sky. The people in the bar were coming out to look at the strange event, too. “I have a bad feeling about this,” Paxton said as he tried to find the source of the light but couldn’t. After a few seconds of blinding cosmic daylight, a voice came out of the sky.

      “I am Zeus. I have returned to your world after untold centuries. I have seen my creations and beheld a terrible sight. War has consumed you all. Violence and horrors have destroyed your bodies and minds. The Olympians have returned to deliver you all from your self inflicted hell,” Zeus said with an impossibly loud voice.

      “The Olympians demand complete obedience from every nation on earth within the next three days. Any defiance will be met with complete destruction. The Gods are merciful. Your countdown starts now. All who come to the light will be protected, all others will burn,” Zeus shouted. Six figures were seen for a few seconds, then the holographic message faded as fast as it had arrived.

      The six figures did look like gods, but it was clear they were in armor. The seven of them knew these were not Gods. “What in the hell is this all about?” Nate asked, and Kelly turned back to him.

      “If I didn’t know better, this feels like something you’d do. Is this why you came here tonight? You knew this would happen?” Kelly asked, and the three of them took a step back. “Relax there, shinobi. We didn’t come for a fight, honest. These guys want to start something, we are just as surprised as you,” Nate said and looked back up.

      “Olympian Gods? Really. Who keeps building these things anyway?” Lance asked. “You know who builds all this crap, the Syndicate. There are too many questions. One thing is for sure this message isn’t just for us. The whole world heard this,” Paxton replied.

      “Well, it looks like we all have three days before we all die a horrible electrified death. Sounds like we’ll all be spending some time underground,” Paxton said with a slight laugh. “The planet’s stacked anyway. Lots of powerful people here who can make a difference if they want to. You know, maybe,” Nate replied.

      “The Squad, the real squad, is dead. All that’s left are those replacements,” Tyler said, and Paxton laughed. “Well, in that case, we’re all screwed,” he replied, turned, and walked away.

      “You three could help stop whatever this is. You have powers, you can do this and try to redeem yourself,” Kelly said, and Lance looked at him. “So could you. You need to ask yourself. Are you going to fight for the people who remember what the Horsemen did? Do you really think they’ll forgive you no matter what you do?” Lance replied.

      “Big questions, no easy answers. One thing is for sure. We know nothing about the six of them up there. They look scary to me. If you want to fight, that’s up to you. Me, I’m going home. This, whatever this is. It’s not my problem. Come with us. Let’s enjoy the show from the bunker and see what happens,” Nate said.

      Kelly looked up at the sky. “Sorry. You can go if you want, but we might be the only things that can stand up to them. We need to be ready,” he said. The other three nodded in agreement.

      “Big damn heroes. If you want to know what happens to heroes, just ask the ones who came before you. They turned to dust, and everyone thinks they helped take over the country. If you change your mind, call us,” Lance replied and tossed them a phone. Angel caught it. “Secure line, we’re the only number, hit any button. Good luck. I’ll hear from you soon,” Lance replied.

      The three of them separated from the crowd and disappeared. “Come on, let’s go home,” he said, not knowing what else to do right now. “Yeah,” Brianna agreed and hoped someone else would step up first.
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      Heath was living the good life. All the worries and monsters of his past had been turned into memories. He retired from the business of saving the world and liked it. He had no idea what was going on in the world and liked it that way. As far as he was concerned, everything was going great. No major disasters were taking place. No villains were threatening the country or the world. Who could ask for more?

      It had been peaceful. Tonight was the night he was waiting for. It was the Season Finale of Opticon. He sat down in his chair, flipped the TV on, and opened his beer. Leaning back, it was time to enjoy the show.

      The opening theme song was beginning to play when the screen went white. Heath raised an eyebrow and tilted his head. “Did the television just die?” he asked and waited. He grabbed the remote and changed the channels, but everyone was the same. “Hmm,” he said to himself. “Yeah. End of the damn season, and then you have to go and die on me, perfect,” he said and pushed the footrest down.

      “Maybe if I turn it off and on again,” he said, trying to think of easy solutions to this problem. He was supposed to be watching the last episode of this season, not a blinding white screen. This was not how any of this was supposed to go. It was frustration at its finest. He was about to shut the TV off and turn it on again when, a voice came from the speakers.

      “I am Zeus. I have returned to your broken world after untold centuries. I have come to my creations and beheld a terrible sight. War has consumed you all. Violence and horrors have destroyed your bodies and minds. The Olympians have returned to deliver you all from your self inflicted hell,” Zeus said.

      “The Olympians demand complete obedience from every nation on earth within the next three days. Any defiance will be met with complete destruction. The Gods are merciful. Your countdown starts now. All who come to the light will be protected, all others will burn,” the voice said to, he assumed, everyone. Light streamed through his windows at the same time.

      “Oh, it’s like that, is it?” Heath asked with a heavy sigh. It was the last thing he was expecting. He wondered if there was a way to make it harder to hack into satellites and hijack signals all over the world. Maybe someday, today wasn’t that day, however.

      The screen turned back to normal, but now the TV show didn’t seem so important, and it broke to the news. A bunch of reporters in a flurry of meaningless words trying to make sense of this latest thing that happened. He leaned back in his chair.

      “Oh, if only you guys were here now. I bet you five think this is some kind of joke, wherever you ended up.” There was a bit of sadness in the air. He realized that nothing would ever be the same, but it felt familiar. Different people, same old goals. A bunch of morons wanting the control an empire of ashes.

      This time he was on the receiving end of the surprise, just like a normal person. It was strange to him not to be in the know anymore. “How come all these old projects keep showing up?” he asked. Maybe it was all his fault, but there was nothing he could do about it now, that was the worst part. Maybe it was the best part. World was on fire, maybe the Olympians had a plan. He’d think about it later. The show was on, now.
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      Back on Blackfire Island, the new squad was still reeling from their failure to save Dana. With no more leads to follow, there was nothing for them to do. However, the message to the whole world had come, and it got all their attention.

      “What the hell is going on in the world, who’s this?” Rory asked as the Olympian message came to an end over the TV. “No clue. I’ve never heard of it,” Winnie replied. She didn’t like the looks of it, and she expected a phone call from the government at any moment to mobilize against this new threat.

      “I guess we’ll find out more in three days,” Vera replied, and Jin shook his head. “No, we should know about this now. We need to talk to Erin and the others. They have more experience. They have to know something,” Jin replied.

      “Yeah. It sure is going to be strange when we start knowing more than the government does about the new threat when the Syndicate is supposed to be gone. Anything they tell us will expose us. We shouldn’t even be working for these people anyway,” Jin added. He hated being on this island. He always felt like he didn’t belong.

      “It makes me wonder what the old ones would have done,” Vera said, thinking out loud. “What do you think? The last team were legends, they’d fight this threat and win, or die trying. But I bet they would have won. They fought 188, who I think might have been a God or something. These robot looking gods wouldn’t have stood a chance,” Yoshi replied. The five of them knew this job would fall to them. There was no point in worrying about what might have been.

      “We have to wait for orders from the government before we do anything. If Will wasn’t covering for us, we’d all be in jail by now,” Winnie said. The frustration was growing. “You know, the old squad wouldn’t have just sat around and waited for orders. They would have done something by now,” Rory said. It was the one thing he admired most about them. If there was something to be done, they did it. Or it seemed like that anyway.

      “I’m sorry, but we are not them. They were out of control, reckless, and took risks they didn’t need to. We need to be us,” Winnie replied. She knew they all wanted their own challenge, something to prove themselves worthy of the name. The others watched the reporters on the news trying to make sense of the event.

      The chaos was spreading all over the world. Who knows, maybe this time the world would give up to the new power after all. How much war could one planet take before it hit its limit? It was about two minutes later the light on their wristbands lit up bright red at the same time. Winnie pushed the button.

      “You guys on the island?” Will asked through the communicator. “Yeah, we’re here,” she replied. “Good. The call just came in. Get back to base ASAP,” Will replied. The others were already getting up to get ready. “We’ll be back in about fifteen minutes,” Winnie replied.

      “I’ll do my best. The president is demanding action, demanding the team right now. It’s chaos here. Hurry,” Will said and switched off.

      “Alright, we’re out of here. Silence will just have to wait,” Winnie said to the others, who were actually relieved something else came up. “I’ll tell Erin, you guys go on ahead,” Winnie ordered, and the other four left the room. Winnie walked to the wall and pressed the button. “Erin, you there?” she asked.

      “I’m here. Will let me know what was going on. Get out of here, and be careful. We’ll fill you in on the details as we get them. This blindsided everyone,” Erin replied over the speaker. Those words didn’t make her feel better. “Good luck,” Winnie said and went to join the rest of the team.

      The armor bay was silent, as it had been for a long time. What used to be a special event turned into routine clockwork. The five of them entered their capsules, and the armor was placed on them, fully charged and ready to go. As soon as everyone read green on Winnie’s readout, she teleported them outside.

      All suited up, the five of them stood on the shore of the island. “This is it. I can feel it,” Jin said, and the others could too. “Let’s be careful what we wish for. We couldn’t even take care of Silence the right way. Let’s do better,” Winnie didn’t have to remind them. Dana’s murder was still fresh in their minds.

      “Silence ran away. He couldn’t take us, and he knew it. He’s a coward, and once we fight the Olympian crazy people, they’ll run too,” Rory replied and smiled. “We’re running late already. Let’s go,” Winnie said, and the five of them took off into the night sky.

      Erin watched them leave. “I could have sworn Project Olympus was abandoned,” she said. More than anything, she wished the Syndicate would have been kept under wraps and still operational. Now Erin and the others were left out of the loop, with nothing to do but look for Silence and his remaining victims without anyone else knowing. There was a void growing inside, despair.

      She shook her head, fighting it off for now. “Do what you can with what you have,” she said and got back to work at the task at hand. It was better than doing nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The Olympian signal reached everyone. Deep in the ocean on the Leviathan, the few people still living there got the same message.

      “Olympus?” Adam asked as the image on the screen faded away. “What does it mean?” Lindsey asked, and Adam didn’t know how to answer that right away, so he decided to tell them what he knew.

      “The Olympian armors were rumored to be the last straw against chaos on the planet. The safeguard against the full collapse of human existence. Basically, it was the reset button for humanity in case of nuclear destruction or something on that order. It was a shadow project to ensure that the Syndicate remained standing at the end of the world,” he replied, but that was all he knew, and what he knew might have been wrong.

      “Does this mean the world is ending?” Lindsey asked. It was a fair question. “Worse than ending, it’s a new beginning of supreme law and order. Think of it as a hostile takeover of the entire planet. I didn’t see any worldwide destruction, did you?” he asked, then turned to look at her. “This isn’t good for anyone,” he added.

      “Won’t the Delta Squad come and beat them like they did everyone else?” Haley asked, still sitting in the captain’s chair, the long way. She was wearing a uniform that was too big for her, and it made her look smaller than she was.

      “The only Delta Squad that exists now is the one the world made. I’m going to say if they fight the Olympians, they will all die in the attempt. No, they have no chance,” Adam replied.

      “Well, that sucks. What are we going to do about it?” Lindsey asked and looked around. “We have a super powerful airship just sitting here on the bottom. I’m sure if we helped, we could blast those Gods into bits, no problem,” she replied.

      “If we do, we risk them taking the Leviathan over. It would only make the situation worse than it is. No, if they don’t know the location of the ship, we should keep it that way. Our shielding should be enough to prevent our discovery,” Adam replied.

      The other two didn’t seem so happy with that, but they supposed he had a point. At least for now. “What about your Guardian buddies? Do you think they want in on this?” Haley asked, and Adam shrugged, “No idea. I haven’t talked to them since I was exiled. I’m out of the loop,” he replied with the truth.

      For now, all they could do is wait and hope someone else took care of the problem.
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      The message was revealed to everyone. Deep in the heart of the United States, six people waited for the right time to strike in a rotting old mansion hidden away deep in the trees in the shadow of an ancient hill.

      The dim light of a television illuminated the room. For a minute, no words needed to be said. This had complicated things, if only a little bit.

      “The stars are right! Fate is telling us that it is time to go play with the world. Alright, maybe the stars aren’t exactly right. Those god dudes are starting to piss me off. We should go kill them now,” Gemini said as he stood up and looked around, twice. Sometimes he missed things if he didn’t look twice. The others had tried to get used to his quirks.

      “Yeah. For once, I agree with old double vision over here. The time to act is now. Challenge them head on and take all of our enemies out in one go. They have it coming. Cole might have a point, even if he is crazy,” Aries replied and shifted in her chair, a little anxious to get started.

      “Well, that’s a good idea, Tiffany. Rush out and fight an enemy we know nothing about. Let’s do it, and maybe along the way we can get killed too. I can’t wait to die. Again,” Virgo said as she stretched out and floated into the air a little.

      “Sam’s got a point. I mean, really. If by some odd chance the squad and those shiny bastards make some sort of alliance, we’ll be outnumbered. It’s best to sit and watch for right now,” Libra said and smiled. “At the same time, I feel weird. Does anyone remember how we got here?” Libra asked them, and the others weren’t sure.

      “I just woke up like you did, Ariana. I have no answers,” Aquarius replied. He hated that he had no answers. “Ben, any ideas?” Matt asked, “Not a single one, Matt,” Ben replied. “As the leader, I say we wait here. These, whatever they are, might be stronger than they look. We’ll let the heroes, if they still think of themselves that way, take them out. Then we can do our thing,” Ben replied.

      “All this waiting is so boring. Can’t we go out and play yet? I thought the point was to get revenge on the enemy, the ones who killed us with the big fire,” Cole complained. He was bored out of his mind. All this hiding out and waiting was driving both of his personalities nuts.

      “Chill. Our time is coming, and once it does, we’ll make sure to wash them all away,” Matt said and laughed. “You and your stupid water references, everything with you is so damned wet all the time. I’m getting sick of it,” Tiffany said and shook her head. “Keep it up, and I might just shoot you and save them the trouble,” she finished with a glare.

      “Well, you all know how it is. Time is an illusion for the weak to hold on to. For true clarity, one must keep the balance between chaos and insanity at a nice equal. Or else it all goes crashing into horrible order,” Libra said, and no one was quite sure what she meant and ignored it.

      “Aquarius, I know you have water in your name, but bonehead, you’re an air sign,” Sam said as she leaned back and wondered if he’d ever get it right. A fight was about to break out between them. Matt started to react to being corrected.

      “Hey guys, relax. I got this. We need to make sure it’s all done the right way. We’ll let the two of them kill one another, then we’ll kill whoever is left. No one knows we’re even here, so let’s keep it that way. Our time will come,” Ben said, and they calmed down.

      “Can we watch cartoons now?” Cole asked, and the others groaned at the random subject change. “No, but look at what’s on now. Man, they act fast,” Ariana said and pointed at the small screen. In big, bold letters on the bottom of the screen read one simple sentence: ‘The United Nations calls on the Delta Squad for aid.’

      “Yeah, I guess they don’t believe in surprise attacks either. Telling everyone like this. Seems like a stupid move to me,” Ben replied.

      “Well, I guess we won’t be too bored, at least for a little while. This should be good,” Tiffany said as they all watched. “Too bad we didn’t have a bigger TV or something,” Matt said, but no one else cared about that right now.
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      Erin was keeping an eye on the news. Then the message appeared at the bottom of the screen, and she winced, hating to get information this way. “It’s time,” she said into the intercom as the painful message came up. Why in the world would the media broadcast something like this? Of course, the memory of turning a whole military operation into a reality show wasn’t far away, either.

      “Guys, we need to support the Squad with all the tactical advantages we can. Those idiot leaders are sending them to fight the Olympians, and they were dumb enough to announce it to the whole world,” Erin said into the intercom the second she saw it.

      It was only a few minutes before the other three came into the room.

      “Alright, we can do this, but, damn it, these newbies only had conventional training. This is dumb. We literally know nothing about the enemy,” Nick said. “How much tech are we going to use? Too much, and they’ll notice us,” Emily replied.

      “Use as much as you want. No one is looking at us right now, but we can’t use offensive stuff for sure. Analyze the enemy and try to predict movements. Look for power spikes. Maybe they can get out of this alive,” Erin said. “Fine,” Emily replied and moved to a computer and got to work.

      “Well, at least we know how they found them. The Olympians are radiating energy the most basic tech could find. It’s, well, it’s like they wanted to get this over with as soon as they could and knew this would happen,” Roger said as he got to a computer.

      Erin turned up the volume to see what the anchor was saying.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, it has been announced that the Delta Squad has been called upon to face this new threat. Today we work together as one for the freedom of every person on the planet,” the newscaster said. He was live and outside on the scene of the event. Apparently, this was about to take place in Tampa, Florida, at least according to the broadcast.

      Roger looked up. “Yeah, those idiots are fighting over the city, and our team is going to be dumb enough to engage. Please tell me they won’t be that stupid,” Roger said. “I won’t tell you that if it makes you feel better,” Erin replied.

      Then the camera shifted into the night sky. Five lights were flying through the night sky toward the six figures in the sky. “Zoom in on it. We don’t want to miss anything,” the reporter said, and then the image got bigger.

      “Well, I have to admit, the Olympians at least look pretty cool,” Emily said as she could see them better for the first time.

      “Look, there they are. The Delta Squad has come to save us from this threat,” the man said, and Erin was watching. “Open a comm link, now,” Erin ordered. “You’re on channel one,” Nick replied.

      “I know you can hear me. We are monitoring the situation from here. Do not stand off with them. Now is not the time to look impressive in front of a camera. Spread out and try to separate them. Get them to act so we have some idea of what we’re dealing with, don’t get hit,” Erin replied.

      “I hear you. They don’t look so tough from where I’m at,” Winnie replied, and Erin rolled her eyes. “That is what they want you to think. Make them come to you, and for God’s sake, please remember you’re over a city that has not been evacuated. Every mistake you make will cost lives,” Erin replied.

      “Status normal. The Olympians haven’t changed in output either. They are turning it into a contest to see who breaks first. That has to be it,” Roger reported. Erin knew who would end up breaking first.

      The two forces hovered high above the Tampa skyline. “You’ve come a lot sooner than I expected,” Zeus said to them. The voice sounded as if it was electrically charged. “I give you one chance to join us. Look at this world. We are the strong. They are, well, not,” the Olympian said and looked down at the city, then back at them.

      “No, we have to put you down. You threatened everyone. That kind of makes you a terrorist. We’re so tired of terrorists, so let’s make this quick,” Winnie replied. She kept her weapon trained on the six of them.

      “Winnie, take it out to sea. People are coming out to watch. This is the worst plan I’ve ever seen. If you fight now, people will die. Get out of the—” Zeus snapped his fingers, and the communication was cut off. “You have people telling you what to do. That is unacceptable. You need to make your own choices,” Zeus replied.

      The sudden cut off caught Erin by surprise. “They could hear us?” she asked, and all the others backed away from their screens. “Yeah, this is insane,” Nick replied. “Get through the interference. We need to keep in contact,” Erin ordered, but she knew that this was pointless. All they could do now was watch.
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      Above the skyline of the city, cameras all over the world were watching as the two groups faced each other, staring one another down. The tension cut through the humid air, sending chills down the spines of many people watching. It felt like all the world had been cursed with violence ever since 188 had made his first move.

      Zeus and the five others studied their opponents. In comparison, it looked as if the armor the Delta Squad had was cheaply made, barely able to function. “A contest of power, alright,” Zeus said and turned to the others. “Who among you wishes to take the challenge tonight?” Zeus asked his group, turning his back to the squad.

      For a second, no one responded. “I will,” Hades said and floated towards them. “Hades, take the fight out of them but don’t kill them, leave that to me,” Zeus replied, and the black armored god nodded.

      “Just one of you freaks against all of us, that’s a dumb move,” Winnie replied, but memories of Blood Wraith and Atlanta kept creeping into her mind. She buried that thought. They were better now. “One will be plenty,” Hades replied.

      The so called God was in black, with red strands of energy flowing around the outside of his body. He looked frail, almost like a skeleton in appearance, taller than any of the squad. A cloak of shadow swirled around him, but it was hard to see in the dark. His eyes glowed a deep red.

      Hades spread his thin arms out, and the shadowy cloak of smoke disappeared at the same time. “I’m going to make you all wish you were dead, I promise,” he said to them in an almost human voice.

      “I’ll take him on,” Yoshi replied. Winnie was about to object, but this enemy looked like he was fast. “Alright, be careful,” Winnie replied.

      Hades tilted his head to the left a little bit. “I made a promise, all of you are going to suffer. There is no choice here,” he said. With that, he flew in their direction. Yoshi was ready, pulled his blade out, and lunged. Hades grabbed the sword near the hilt with his right hand, twisting at the same time. Now he was face to face with the one who would have replaced Wyatt.

      Without saying a word, his left hand crackled with red energy for a second before a beam slammed into his enemy’s chest. Yoshi was sent flying towards the tallest building in the city, and the world watched as the Delta member was thrown through the top floors. The glass fell to the ground, sparkling in the light of the full moon for a second.

      Hades still held the sword in his hand. “What a pathetic toy,” he said and thought about breaking it, then he dropped it into the void below. “Only four remain. Who’s next?” Hades asked, and it sounded like he was enjoying every second of this.

      Jin wasted no time and sent jets of white flame over Hades’ black armor. The scene was impressive to anyone who was watching. Hades was covered with the fire and disappeared for a time. “Go back to hell,” Jin said. He knew that there were not many materials on the planet that could withstand temperatures like that.

      To his frustration, when the fire died, the God was still standing there. “Oh, did you expect me to melt or something? Sorry about that,” he replied as the smoke rolled off his body. Jin was ready to fire again when Rory beat him to it. The minigun sprayed bullets in Hades’ direction.

      The hailstorm of bullets smashed into the Olympian’s armor and crumpled on impact. The God started swatting at the air as if he were trying to ward off some pesky bugs. “Come on, man, just stop, all you’re doing is wasting ammo,” Jin said, but Rory refused. This thing had to have a weak spot, and he was going to find it.

      Hades was annoyed more than anything and was about to rush forward when a bright blue beam of plasma hit him in the chest. This time the God was knocked back and grunted in pain and surprise. Winnie aimed and fired again.

      Hades was struck in the face, and he tumbled out of the sky for a few feet. The Olympian recovered with ease. “Plasma cannon, that’s an advanced weapon for a scrub like you,” Hades replied.

      Vera appeared behind him and put a glowing blue blade next to Hades’ throat and held him. “You think that hurts? You should feel what this does,” she said.

      “Now tell the others to stand down, or I’ll give them your head,” Vera said. “Invisibility, that’s a trick that will only work once on me. I’ll give you some credit, that was a nice one,” Hades replied. Vera didn’t care about his words and intended to follow through with her threat. The blade was pressed against his armor, and it began to sizzle a little bit.

      There was no time to waste. Vera thought that the red energy flow throughout his armor was just for looks, but it exploded. The electricity tore through her armor and coursed into her body. Tensing up for a second only to go limp. With no one to command the armor, she fell out of the sky. “Idiot,” Hades said as he watched her fall.

      A black streak, barely visible, moved and caught her as she fell. “I got her, take him down. No more playing,” Yoshi said through the intercom. Winnie didn’t need to be told twice. She flew towards the Olympian as fast as possible, firing the plasma cannon. He dodged to the left and fired his own beams from his hands.

      Winnie watched in slow motion as Rory got between them and took the hit. The thick armor he had took a direct hit. Chunks of red and black metal flew in every direction, and Rory slammed into Winnie. The two of them were blasted into a skyscraper. The world watched as the top of the building exploded and fire shot out of both sides.

      Three high powered bullets bounced off Hades’ back. He turned around just in the nick of time to grab Vera’s white armored wrist as the tip of the energy blade tore through his black chest plate. “You recover fast,” Hades said as he held her in place. She was stronger than he thought. “Yeah, but you want to know something else?” Vera asked him, and Hades was confused. “Okay, what?” he asked.

      “I have two,” Vera replied, and Hades tried to turn around, but right at that moment the searing pain burned into his back. “Son of a—” he was cut off as the plasma blade was pushed deeper. “Once we saw what that blade did to you, all we needed to do was play you like a fiddle. Where did you learn tactics, preschool?” Yoshi asked him.

      Hades now saw that he was surrounded by the Delta Squad. “Yeah, we needed you to show off a little bit. Kill this bastard,” Winnie said as she turned to look at Zeus. She gave a thumbs up. “Can’t wait to kill the rest of you. This is going to be easier than I thought. I don’t know why I was worried,” she replied.

      Zeus knew a mistake had been made when the order was given to not kill them, and he didn’t use his full power. It was a mistake that was only going to happen once.

      A news helicopter was reporting the fight. “This is Alex reporting for FFCR news. It looks like the Delta Squad are going to win this. They have the terrorist surrounded and—” the reporter stopped and turned to look at Zeus.

      “Hold on, something’s happening,” he said, and the helicopter lit up with a blue glow only for a second as the Olympian’s power increased, then the systems on the aircraft shorted out. “Oh god,” Alex said to no one as the helicopter was dead in the air and began to fall.

      “Enough,” Zeus’s voice boomed through the sky, and the leader of the Olympians raised his hand to the sky. Bolts of bright blue lightning struck the remaining Delta Squad in the air. A second later, the crack of thunder followed.

      At the same time, all power in Tampa went out. The only lights were the five burning figures in the sky, falling to the ground. Appearing as if they were melting to nothing in the process and the burning skyscrapers. News helicopters dropped out of the sky, crashing into buildings and setting fires all over the city.

      “Hades, what the hell, I thought you had that,” Zeus said as Hades pulled the knife out of his back with a grunt. It started to glow a bright red in his grip before melting, the blade shorting out with faint blue sparks.

      “Yeah, well. I would have if you would have let me kill them. No more playing around, okay?” he replied. Zeus nodded in agreement. “Their defeat is a clear message. Their heroes are beaten. Let’s get out of here,” Zeus said and clapped those golden hands together. Another intense flash occurred. When the light was gone, so were they. Mass panic had gripped an entire city in seconds, and the champions of the world had been dispatched.
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      The Zodiac corps watched the Delta Squad get taken down in one shot before the screen went blank. They were impressed and disappointed at the same time.

      “Since when did the boys and girls of the Squad become the weaklings of the world? Man, things have changed, and not for the better. They got taken out in one shot. Completely worthless,” Tiffany said. She was so upset that she wanted to punch the television.

      “Well yeah, but the Cancer said once they made their move, we could go! They did, so we can. Let’s move out!” Cole said and became more excited with each passing second. Virgo sat up and yawned. Cole’s excitement often wore her out just by being close to him.

      “Fine, I suppose we can go now. There is no reason to think we won’t share the same fate,” Sam said as she stood up. “We’re going to go. I have no idea what we’ll find out there, but it should be fun all the same. Let’s go hunting,” Ben said and led them out of the dark and into the unknown.
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      “Did you get them?” Erin asked into the intercom. No answer added to the frustration. “Damn it, people, talk to me. Did you get them?” she asked again.

      “Yeah, they’re here,” Roger replied. “The armor is toast, but they’re okay,” he finished, and Erin was relieved, only for a few seconds. “I’m on my way,” she said and made her way to the teleportation room.

      The five of them were already out of their armors. “What the hell were you guys thinking?” Erin asked the second after walking through the doors.

      “Our plan worked. We would have had him if—” Winnie trailed off, trying to cough the smoke out of her lungs. “Yeah, you managed to get fried. What did you think was going to happen? The whole world saw you surround the enemy and leave yourself open to attack. I mean it. Everyone. Do you know how many people are just waiting to get their turn?” Erin asked, she didn’t expect an answer.

      None of them had anything to say about it. “Yeah, we get it. We aren’t really the Delta Squad. Our armor is trashed. We lost in front of the whole world. Would you like to make us feel any worse than we already do?” Yoshi asked her but couldn’t make eye contact. Erin didn’t know what else to say.

      “Good news, the armor isn’t damaged too bad. It just started on fire, but most of the energy was redirected. You’ll be good to go soon enough. Sure, it looks like trash, but there isn’t much I can do about that,” Roger said with a slight laugh.

      “We located Tony too, but like everyone else, he refuses to take cover,” Nick said over the intercom and Erin rolled her eyes. “Idiots, all of them,” she said and had half a moment’s thought of leaving it alone.

      “Crispy armor still works?” Erin asked. “Yeah, it works. Just needs some adjustments,” Roger replied through the intercom. “You’re going back out. You’re going to find Tony, get him back here. Then you’re going to go back to your base and make up a story to your bosses on how you made it out alive,” she said.

      “You teleported us here. Why can’t you just teleport Tony here, too?” Vera asked, and Erin rolled her eyes. “We got damned lucky no one caught us teleporting you here. Any more outbursts like that, and they’ll find us. No one is supposed to be here. Do what you’re told and try not to mess up this time, alright? Just do one good thing tonight,” Erin replied.

      Even Roger was taken aback at the sudden outburst. This team might not have been perfect, but they didn’t deserve that. Before he could reply, she cut off the intercom.

      “Guys, don’t take it too personally. It’s been a rough day. I know you’re tired, but we need you to do this,” Roger said. He was terrible at this uplifting speech stuff.

      “We’ll go get him,” Winnie said. She wasn’t going to be bothered by harsh words. Still, they all had agreed to help. They could stop at any time, and there wouldn’t be much Erin could do about it. Roger felt awkward standing here. “Well, alright, you guys get ready. The launching bay will be ready when you are. Good luck,” Roger said and made his way out.

      Winnie and the others stood up. “Another milk run,” Rory said and was frustrated with this idea. “Remember the last one. Let’s not think of any mission as simple, alright. Silence is still out there too. You know. I bet if we could get Silence to take on the Olympians, they’d kill one another and make our job easier,” Vera said, thinking out loud.

      “That’d be great, but for now, let’s worry about this. Who knows, maybe we’ll get lucky,” Jin replied. There wasn’t much else to say or do but to get back in the armor. One by one they entered their charred armor and sealed themselves inside. Roger was right, all the suits worked. Whatever he did worked like a charm. “Everyone ready?” Winnie asked.

      “Yep,” Vera replied. “Yeah, I’m good,” Jin replied a second later.

      “Yeah, smells like burnt hair in here,” Yoshi replied. “Ditto,” Rory said. Winnie heard enough and led her and the team towards the launching bay. They got there, and as promised, the doors were open. “This night feels like it’s never going to end,” Vera said, looking out at the star filled sky.

      Winnie didn’t reply as she blasted off into the sky, the others followed. A few seconds in the air, directions appeared on the inside of their visors to direct them where to go.

      “So, do you suppose Tony will be of any help or will he just be another dead person waiting to happen?” Yoshi asked. They had a way to go, and they needed to pass the time somehow. The response was immediate. “If we let Tony get killed like we did Dana, we aren’t worthy to be the Squad. We can’t do that again, not ever again,” Winnie replied with the first thing that came to mind.

      “You know what I hate? I hate all the nothing we know about Silence. What is he, where does he come from, and why is he so powerful? All we know is this thing is a monster. Doesn’t that bother anyone else?” Vera asked. It wasn’t the first time all of this was asked, but now the situation had changed.

      “Let’s find Tony and get some information out of him before he gets killed. Who knows, maybe we can even beat him this time, if he shows up,” Rory said, doing his best to fight off a growing depression.

      “We are not going to die to this freak show in a cloak. No way, no how, we are going to get killed by someone like that. We are the Delta Squad, damn it. We got this,” Winnie said. She hoped the others believed her. She wasn’t sure Silence belonged in this world at all. As insane as it sounded in her head, even if that idea made no logical sense, it felt right.
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      Tony was at home, far from the action. He watched the whole thing on TV like so many others did and knew right away that the replacement team made famous was going to lose the fight with the Olympians. They were unorganized and undisciplined, even if it looked like they were going to win for a split second.

      The television went black, and he sighed. “They always cut it off right at the good parts,” he complained. He turned the channel and found that every channel was reporting on this in some form or another. It reminded him of the days when 188 was doing his thing.

      It was one nightmare after another. The phone beside his chair rang. He picked it up. “Yeah?” he asked.

      “Tony, it’s Nick. I know you don’t want to come in, but you need to. Silence is coming to you sooner or later,” he said, and Tony rolled his eyes. “I know, but I’ll take him on my own terms. I have a plan. Don’t worry about me so much. I’m not like one of your kids you have running around now,” Tony replied.

      “Listen to me. Dana’s dead. That thing got her, and she was just like you, too. Don’t underestimate it. Port to the island. He won’t touch you here, and you know it,” Nick said, and Tony shook his head.

      “Yeah, and how many people get slaughtered when I do? At least now that thing has a goal. No one will get hurt if he’s gunning for me. Relax,” Tony replied and looked at the clock. “Well, I’m sending the squad to you for backup. Don’t be a dick,” Nick replied, and Tony hung up.

      “Great,” Tony replied and wondered how long it would take for them to get here. Silence would likely be here faster. When real evil showed itself enough times in your life, you started to feel it. A chill in the air, a strange pressure on the inside of your skull. It was how he felt now.

      He stood up and straightened out his shirt, took a breath. Then walked out his front door and sat on the old rocking chair on his porch. There was nothing out here but the road, a dim streetlight at the end of the driveway. From here, there was no way to tell the world was on the edge of another disaster. A slight breeze pushed the leaves of a lone tree across the road.

      A few seconds after leaning back. “Nice night, isn’t it?” a voice asked. Tony knew somebody was coming, but he never noticed Silence sitting next to him. “Yeah, it is. So, who are you this time, Silence?” Tony didn’t panic.

      “That would be telling, but it’s been a long time since we talked,” he replied in a raspy voice. “Yeah, I suppose you found me the same way you found us last time,” Tony said but did his best not to look. “Yeah, you said it. This squad is as inexperienced as you were. Always moving in a straight line makes it easy to find out where they are going. How many people did you lose again before you figured it out back then? I forget,” Silence asked.

      Tony cringed on the inside as he asked.

      “You killed fifty two people before we stopped you,” Tony said and shook his head. There were some things he wished he could forget. “Yeah, I was just getting my rhythm on when you got in my way. I never did get over that,” Silence said, and Tony turned and looked at the reaper looking thing for the first time.

      “It won’t be that way again. I always figured you might come back someday. After the events that just took place, I was sure you’d be close behind. I came up with a plan,” Tony said. Silence turned his head, his hood covering his face as the light retreated from it.

      “A plan, for me. Aww, you remembered me enough after all this time to have a plan?” Silence asked, almost excited about it.

      “Yeah, a plan. It goes something like this,” Tony replied, and Silence waited for him to continue, but there were no more words. Instead, Tony reached down with his right hand. The hologram on the porch beside him broke as his hand moved through it. Silence was confused by what was going on.

      Taking advantage of the confusion, he grabbed his old weapon from his Liquid Freeze days, brought it up, and hit the monster beside him with an ice ray.

      Silence was covered in ice, chair and all. “See, goes just like that. Lucky for me you’ve never seen a hologram up close before and whomever you’re wearing must be an idiot, too,” Tony said with a smile and tapped the ice.

      “I know you’re still in there, fuming away at the ways you are going to kill me, but I’ll keep you right here until the squad gets here. Deal?” Tony asked, set the cannon across his lap, and waited for the Squad to show up.

      It was twenty minutes of waiting before Tony watched the five of them land in his yard. The ice hadn’t even started to show signs of melting yet.

      Winnie stepped from the dark. “You got him. How did you manage it?” she asked and looked at the block of ice with the dark shape in it. She was impressed by what she could see.

      “Oh, you know. Experience helps a bit. Being ready does, too,” Tony replied and lifted the cannon up as if it explained everything. “Yeah, this is a freak of another color. Grandmaster Silence always has been a special case. Ranks up there with Blue,” the squad members looked at one another.

      “Blue? Who’s that?” Rory asked him. “Damn, you guys must be new. Anyway, the only way to keep this guy under wraps is like this. You need to put him on ice and keep him there forever. This is a surefire solution. Sure, he won’t die, but this is close enough,” Tony said and stood up. Despite still looking young, he moved more like an old man now. None of the squad were sure if this was a habit or intentional.

      “Take him and this back to the island and put him somewhere he can’t thaw out. I’m sure you can still manage a basic freezer, right?” he asked and handed the ice cannon to Vera. She took the weapon and studied it for a second, wondering how it worked.

      “Screw that. All we have to do is kill him now. He’s frozen, he’ll shatter as soon as he hits the ground and this will be done,” Rory said. It didn’t make sense to him not to kill the enemy when it was down. This thing killed Dana. It humiliated them in seconds. In his mind, it couldn’t be allowed to live another second.

      With no warning, he rushed forward before anyone could act. “No, don’t do that. It won’t—” Tony was cut off. Everyone watched as Rory smashed his fist into the ice sculpture. It and the thing inside shattered into countless pieces on the porch and the ground. Rory turned around and felt accomplished in front of a group of people who were stunned.

      “What? I solved the problem. Now we can go deal with the other ones and call it a day,” he said but didn’t see what the others did. Behind him, the black smoke was rising from the various shards of ice on the ground.

      “You need to come here right now,” Winnie said, and they all drew their weapons. Vera tossed the ice cannon back to Tony, and he caught it. Rory turned around and watched the smoke form of the monster turn back into the familiar shape of the killer. He was at a loss as to what he was seeing right now. It was not possible.

      “Thank you for that. As a reward, I’ll kill you first,” Silence said and reacted faster than anyone, just like before, and sent his fist into Rory’s face. The power was overwhelming, and Rory was taken off his feet and straight back into the squad as Tony took aim with the ice cannon.

      The squad got out of the way just in time. None of them considered catching him. “We need to retreat, now. We can’t win here,” Tony said to Winnie. She took aim at Silence and pulled the trigger.

      The plasma blast burned through the air. Silence spun to the left at the last second. The beam flew into the house, and at once the whole thing started on fire. “Damn it, you started my house on fire. Will you please stop helping?” Tony said after it happened.

      He was annoyed they didn’t retreat when he told them to or listen. He figured Silence would have burned the place down anyway. There wasn’t anything inside that couldn’t be replaced.

      He knew the monster was playing them. To get to this thing, you had to catch it by surprise like he did. “We need to go, now. Get your idiot friend out of here. He won’t kill us here, but he likes to put on a show. If we are the targets, there’s nobody here to watch,” Tony said to them as he watched Jin pick up the fallen team member.

      “Delta Squad, retreat,” Winnie said to them. Vera scooped Tony up with no warning, and the team took off into the night with the others. Tony never had a chance to catch his breath as they shot into the sky.

      Once they got to what they thought was a safe distance, they discovered the only thing down there was a blazing house. There was no sign of Silence. “This is really damn uncomfortable,” Tony said, pressed up against metal armor. Now that they had burned down his house and stopped in the air, he had enough time to complain a little bit.

      “Well, we were in a hurry. I can always drop you. I’ll aim for the fire,” Vera said. “No thanks. He’s tracking you because you always fly in a straight line no matter where you go. If you want to lose this freak, split up and meet up someplace else. Let’s go someplace special,” Tony suggested. Winnie thought about it, then knew the place.

      “Alright. Site seven it is. Let’s go,” she said, and they all took off in separate directions. “Site Seven, you don’t mean—no, we can’t go there,” Tony protested. It was too late. They were all on their way.

      “Sorry, it’s either come with me or get left here. Silence will kill you if we stop moving and you know it,” Vera said. “He could kill us while we’re moving, too,” Tony replied and looked at the dark. Silence would only need to follow one of them. He hoped it wasn’t them.
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      “What, what, why are they separating? Who told them to do that?” Erin was in the dark once again. She knew they got to Tony’s place, but after that their signals showed them splitting up. She watched the screen in confusion along with the others.

      “I don’t know what is going on, but if you look at their signals, they all look like they are taking evasive actions. Look at this. There is a slight curving going on in the flight patterns. If this continues, they’ll all meet up—oh no,” Emily said and saw where it was all going to come together.

      “It’s going to meet up at Site Seven,” Emily finished. There was a silent dread over the four of them. “That’s not a good place to go,” Erin said to herself. She pressed the communication button again. “Winnie, come in, you need to answer me,” she said, but there was nothing from the other end.

      “Can we teleport them here?” Emily asked. “Well, we could but at the rate of speed they are moving it might be fatal. It’s not worth it to try right now,” Nick replied as he watched the screen tracking the others.

      “We’ll keep trying to make contact,” Roger said, trying different channels. Then their screen started to flash—the main screen. There was an incoming message. The others were confused. Only a few people knew they were on the island. None of them needed to request an audience like this. “Uh, Erin?” Emily asked as the screen flashed.

      She shrugged. “Open it, I guess,” Erin replied. There was no way to know who this was. The four of them were prepared for anything at this point. At least they thought they were.

      There was a figure cloaked in shadow. However, it didn’t look like a guy. “Hello, Syndicate. My name is, well, you can call me the new 188. I took the attempt at world domination seriously earlier tonight. There is no way I am going to let this happen because the world is mine. I consider the Olympians my enemy. I assume that you don’t like them either. So, I will give you three hours to decide if you want to work with or against me. You don’t want to be against me. I’ll contact you in three hours. See you then,” she said in a familiar altered voice. The communication was cut off.

      “What is going on here?” Erin asked, a little surprised. The others were just as stunned. “I have no idea what’s going on here,” Emily replied. Nick shrugged, and Roger was confused.

      “What the hell else could go wrong in the course of one night?” Erin asked herself but feared what the answer might be. This new 188 felt familiar.
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