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      The footsteps were the first sound he heard that didn’t originate from inside his own head. His senses were still sharp, but the darkness and time had made him question everything. All the things he’d seen before coming here, the dark was a blessing he had trouble accepting. It was better than the reality he’d come from.

      Still, the footsteps only got louder, and on instinct, he tensed up. There was no reason to escape. The insanity was out there. The devil, all the cosmic things. The end of the world was out there, and it was safe in here in the dark.

      Then his cell door opened. He could feel the pressure and temperature change on his torn skin. It wasn’t time for the torturing bastards to come back. There were still at least thirty minutes unless they changed their schedule.

      “I heard you were having a bit of a bad couple of years?” a voice asked. Cody didn’t know who it was.  He tried to place it, but there was nothing. “They took your eyes. I guess you would have reacted to the light when I turned it on,” the man said, doing his best to ignore the blood-coated walls and horrendous odor of rotting flesh in the room. The man chained here in the center of the room looked more like a corpse than a man.

      Cody felt a callused hand reach under his neck and lift his head up for a second. Cody tried to speak, but without a tongue, nothing came out but blood. The man recoiled before the blood could hit his skin, and Cody’s head fell back down.

      “They have beaten you worse than I thought. Well, just listen for a few minutes. Not like you have much else to do,” the man said, his voice still alien to Cody.

      “Incredible, really. Did you know you were meant to be the last ones? That’s right. You and your idiot friends were supposed to go to war with 188 and die,” the man said, and Cody’s pain faded. He would have looked at the man had he still had his eyes and the strength to do it. He changed his breathing enough, however.

      “That got your attention, good.” The man read Cody as if he were a book. The change in breathing told him everything he needed to know. “You won. You managed to do the unthinkable. Imagine our surprise when you pulled that trick. It was as impressive as it was inconvenient,” he said.

      Cody wasn’t sure what this was all about, but he knew whoever this was, wasn’t his friend. He wasn’t sure if he had any friends left still alive. He didn’t understand why he was still alive. Maybe just to suffer. It was almost time for the torturers to come back. He could feel his healing kick in. The soft tissues always healed the fastest.

      “Not only did you win. You just wouldn’t stop. You took down every threat, new and from the past. Beyond the imagination even, and somehow, you just didn’t fall. You gave everything you had—” Finally, the beaten one spoke.

      “And it wasn’t enough.” Cody’s words were racked with pain and almost weren’t words at all.

      The next thing he felt was a punch across the face that knocked him to the side, but the chains holding his wrists moved him back into the center. The pain faded in a few seconds.

      “What, are you going to cry now? You helped save the Omniverse from the worst threat it has ever known and saved untold amounts of lives and your world as well, and you are crying over a few lost lives who knew the price from the beginning. Who died in service to their country, their beliefs, and you are broken up about it? Do you think they would be this broken up? Do you think they shut down when the whole team was supposedly vaporized?” Cody thought about this. The man was right, but he was getting mixed signals.

      “Of course not. There’s no damn crying,” the man said, and Cody grit his teeth. “Delta Squad don’t know how to cry, we never figured it out,” Cody said, his words better now, vision starting to return. His eyes burned as if sand were filling the sockets, and he closed them tight. “What do you want?”

      “Death is a part of the business, kid. You’ve been in this dark hole for six months, and the world is a miserable place now that the Syndicate has power over everything. Your team needs you.”

      Cody shook his head. “Is this a new torture? I know everyone is dead. We’ve lost. I’ve lost everyone,” he replied. “That sounds a lot like crying to me, stop it,” the man said, and Cody couldn’t help it. He was sure everyone had died, but when did he start thinking that? Nothing made sense.

      “What are you talking about? Who died? The world still needs you. The Syndicate is waging war on the whole world. No one can stop them. Millions are going to die for their utopia. Don’t you understand? The Syndicate is the enemy. It always has been,” the man said. Cody opened his eyes.  They burned and itched, but even that was fading away.

      He could see the man for the first time. He was an older white man, with gray hair and an equally gray mustache. He didn’t look impressive, but at the same time, there was something off about him, too. He had on a faded blue uniform, no name tag, and held his broom in his left hand.

      “I know you, don’t I? You’re the janitor at Blackfire. What in the hell are you doing here?” Cody asked and knew at once he was losing his mind. This wasn’t possible. The man did not fade away as he stared. Again, nothing made sense. He felt as if a crucial piece of information was missing somewhere.

      “Yeah. I’m real. With this job, they don’t pay attention to me. I called in a favor from some friends of mine. Time is running out. Want out of this hole or not?” he asked, getting to the point. Cody didn’t want to stay here anymore. Still, this could have been some elaborate trick. Something to make him talk, make him hope again just for the bastards to crush him again at the last moment. He would not put it past his captors. Still, there was a chance this was real.

      “Fine, let’s get out of here,” he replied and pulled against his chains. Something was draining his energy. He had felt this way since he had been shackled here. “I don’t imagine you brought a key or something?” Cody asked.

      The man smirked and lifted his broom. It seemed like a normal one, wooden handle and all, but with one quick swing, the handle sliced through the chains. The links fell to the ground. “Stand up, Commander. Like I said, the real battle is about to begin,” he said. Cody took a deep breath and stood up. His muscles screamed as he forced his body to rise.

      “How come every battle that is coming up is the real one? Were the others just practice?” Cody asked. The man just shrugged. “Hell if I know. It’s just a saying. Before you do anything, you need a shower. Do you smell you? My god, man, it’s enough to choke a maggot,” he said. “I’m aware,” Cody replied.

      The two of them moved towards the steel door. The man looked out both ways. “Come on, let’s go,” he said, and they walked out. Cody did his best to ignore the pain while the rest of his wounds attempted to heal.
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      “What do you think of this life? It’s everything you deserve. It’s more than everything you deserve. It’s paradise, and it’s ours,” she said to Blake as the two of them sat on the porch. Blake still had no idea how he ended up here. One minute he was in a chaotic nightmare, the next, wherever here was. A white mansion next to the beach. Everything was perfect. The weather, the drink, the chair he was in. Perfection. Six months of perfection, it was starting to get old.

      For all he knew, she whipped this scenario up in just a couple of seconds. It might not even have been Earth at all. He pushed all that stuff out of his mind.

      “It’s great, still I can’t help but feel that I was stolen away from everyone when I could be trying to make things right again,” he replied with a smile. She glared, it was a little scary, and Blake knew how close to oblivion he was.

      Her eyes softened along with the rest of her.

      “Oh, you know I like it when you complain about worldly situations, but your blue toy soldier leader sealed off the world from dear old Dad. You know what? He can’t get in. I can’t get out. You’re stuck with me, at least for now,” she said and looked back at the ocean. Blake shook his head and laughed.

      “How long is it going to be before they find us? What about the Chronovore? Emily isn’t herself lately. I’m pretty sure she’s near indestructible. Something the guys and I specialize in dealing with. I wonder how they are doing. As amazing as you are, I do miss the fight. I think I always will. I might have an addiction,” he said, half not thinking about what was coming out of his mouth.

      “You miss the fight? Well, you can always fight with me.”

      Blake’s eyes shifted in her direction just in time to see her fist come at his head. He got out of the way, making sure not to spill his drink in the process.

      “No, I don’t want to fight you, really. I’m totally not missing the fight that much, I promise,” he tried to tell her, but it was pointless now. She swung with her right fist, it was slow. He dodged the attack, stood up, and grabbed her by the neck, for all the good it did. Her flesh was iron in his grip. He wasn’t sure if he could move it at all, even if he wanted to. There was never any reason to hold back.

      “Aww, look at you. Getting all aggressive, I like it!”

      Nero snapped her fingers, and a shockwave sent Blake flying from the porch, over the shore, and ten feet into the ocean. He hit the surface of the water and thought for sure he felt something inside snap, but there was never any pain in this place. Sometimes he was sure that this was the afterlife.

      Blake flipped over to his back and opened his eyes. She was standing over him, studying him. “You know this is entirely unfair,” he said, and she laughed. “Sorry, I got carried away, but don’t worry, I’m sure it’ll happen again,” she replied. Blake tried to smile.

      “Well, you really are dying here, aren’t you? Dad was right about people all along. You can give them everything you think they want, and they’ll wither and die without the challenge. Humanity was created with violence in blood. Go home. I’ll wait for you to complete whatever it is you feel you need to do,” she said.

      “It’s not about the challenge. It’s knowing people are out there dying, suffering, and I can stop it. I can try. It’s about doing the right thing if you can do the right thing,” Blake replied.

      “Then go be my hero and go do the right thing,” Nero said.

      She knelt, put her hand on his chest. “Thank you.” It was the last thing he was able to say before everything went white.

      His vision returned just as fast. It was night. He was alone in a dark alley. The thing that let him know the last six months were real was the fading scent of the sea.

      The place was quiet. Blake stood up and was dressed in a black uniform. He knew it at once as a Syndicate patrol guard uniform. “This your idea of a joke?” he asked while getting his bearings. He picked a direction and walked out of the alley.

      He made his way to the main street and looked up and down the road. There was nobody out on the streets, and the flag of the Syndicate hung where the American flag should have been. For a minute, he thought he was sent to some alternate dimension. Then a more horrifying thought arrived.

      This was his world, and something worse happened than he even considered. Nothing he could do here. He picked a direction and started to walk. It was a few minutes before the sound of an engine could be heard.

      Blake stopped and turned around to face it. He was ready to kill everyone as the big black armored vehicle pulled to a stop. “You there, what are you doing?” the man on the main top gun asked. Blake blinked.

      “I got separated from my unit. We met up with some resistance and were not prepared for it. In the retreat, I got lost in this city. It’s been a bad day and I’m a transfer. Don’t know this place yet. Mind if I hitch a ride back to HQ?” Blake asked with a shrug.

      The man looked him over. “The ROD is heavy in these parts. I’m surprised you’re not dead. Get on, we’ll take you back,” the man said, and Blake smiled. “Thanks!” He made his way to the side, grabbed on to a handle, and pulled himself up. It took everything Blake did his best to not laugh when the guy told him about the heavy rod.

      The second he was secure, the man up top pounded on the roof, and they started to drive, destination unknown.
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      “Winning, there isn’t anything like it,” Emily said and looked around the battlefield. The resistance and the Syndicate soldiers, frozen in time in mid combat. Both sides behind rubble and broken streetcars. Bullets trapped in time. Explosions frozen in place. “How long do you intend to chase me?” Emily asked.

      “No, there isn’t, but look at you now. The last great enemy of the world. They want me to kill you. Of all people, they pick me to kill you,” he said, “and chase you, as long as it takes to fix whatever this is.” When he said that she almost smiled.

      “They? The mighty 188 reduced to an errand boy, an assassin. How did you get so weak?” Emily asked. Her green eyes burned bright. Her skin cracked as she moved.

      Jake shrugged. “I was replaced as a threat when you showed up. What am I to a beast that can eat time?” he asked, and she stopped.

      “Yeah, you of all people they ask to hunt me down and kill me. How’s that going?” she asked him as her green eyes flared with power. Jake stopped. “They asked me because we used to have a connection. I don’t know where Emily starts and the monster begins. Maybe there is no difference now,” Jake replied.

      Emily smiled. “You can examine me, nice and thorough, all the inches. Maybe then you can find the dividing line,” she said, and Jake rolled his eyes. Not to say he wasn’t tempted to look.

      “Chronovore, let her go. This world is at peace, or it will be soon. Everyone is going to get what they want.”

      Emily scoffed at the idea.

      “Let her go, she wanted this. I wanted this too. Look at us. For the first time, we really get to make a difference, and no one is going to stop us, this world is mine,” she said.

      “What are you going to do? I mean, endgame, what is it?” Jake asked, and she looked at the ground.

      “To do what I was born to do. End time, stop all the noise. Take a look around, we are on a battlefield. Idiots versus morons. This is all pointless, worst of all a waste of delicious time.”

      Jake had heard enough. He didn’t care what her endgame was. He lunged forward as she lifted her arms to do something. He took her wrists in his hands and with some effort forced them back down to her sides.

      She didn’t seem to be fighting back all that much.

      “Oh, you still care? How did that happen, we tried to obliterate you with a tactical nuke, remember?”

      She got close. Jake didn’t recoil. He wasn’t sure if the whole nuclear weapon thing happened or not. It was kind of a footnote in history compared to all the insanity that happened since then.

      “I really didn’t care. It didn’t kill me. Mark did that, but now everything has changed. You don’t need to do this. They created you, it is a matter of time before they find a way to kill you. Please, I am trying to save you.” Jake tried getting her to showing any amount of humanity, but not the kind he was expecting.

      Emily put her head against his and did nothing for a time. “You don’t understand. Your time is up. Everyone’s time is over. I’ll miss you most of all, I suppose,” she said, closed her eyes before pulling back out of his grip.

      Jake didn’t have time to do anything before she punched him, knocking him to the ground. It was only a second until the battle began to rage around him again, nobody seemed to notice the missing time. Jake looked around for her, but there was no sign. She was gone.

      “Damn it, Emily, why won’t you listen to me,” Jake said to no one as the battle erupted around him and all the noise that came with it. He was getting sick of the sounds of war after all this time. He took a deep breath but didn’t stand up. “Oh, yeah. Resistance. I almost forgot you were still here.” He was surprised that Emily didn’t kill him, maybe she couldn’t yet. It didn’t matter right now.

      “The Syndicate are on the retreat, don’t let up, kill them all.” Jake heard someone yell this from the other side, over the gunfire and chaos of war. He shifted his head a little. The Syndicate forces must have been taken by surprise. Several of their number were dead. Jake shifted his eyes to the right, more corpses. No one had noticed he was here. He supposed a time skip would have that effect. “Well, a loss to these idiots just wouldn’t look good.”

      Jake’s eyes began to burn with the golden light, at once everyone on the rebel side noticed the corpse on the ground come back to life.

      He levitated up back to his feet to face the enemy. “Oh god, oh god no.” Someone yelled. The gunfire concentrated on him. The bullets smashed against his flesh and crumbled to the street.

      His hands lit up with gold fire. “Listen up rebel scumbags. America is finished. You can surrender and be brought to justice for your crimes against the Syndicate, or you can die here. You have five seconds to stop shooting me,” he yelled, amplifying his voice over the weapons.

      He counted to five in his head, the rebels made their choice. Not one of them gave up the fight. “Make it easy, fine with me,” he said.

      Jake lifted his arms and golden light shot from his hands. He stretched his arms out in a sweeping motion and watched as the resistance turned to ash and their weapons melted where they stood.

      In just a few seconds it was over. The resistance and the cover they used as a defense were wiped out, replaced with flames. Jake powered down, then turned to face the Syndicate.

      “You idiots got taken by surprise. If it happens again, it won’t matter if you win the fight. I’ll kill you all, or what’s left of you,” he said. The soldiers in black didn’t know how to react at the sudden appearance of 188.

      “Yes, sir, it won’t happen again, sir.” Jake assumed it was the leader. He didn’t know anyone in this unit. He’d never seen them before and didn’t plan too ever again. Faceless grunts, nobodies in the big picture.

      “Good, get these fallen men back to base so they can have a good cremation and get back out there to end this fight,” Jake ordered them, then shot off into the air. Emily had left, he had to find her or none of this would mean anything at all.
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      “So, this is the infamous Flesh Tearer. Well, he doesn’t look so tough now, does he?”

      There was a crowd of people gathered around the rim, looking down into the special cell made for Josh. He was chained like a dog in the center, a long, thick chain fastened to an equally thick bar running across the opening. He could walk around the cell, but only so far. Josh could hear them talk. This place was made so their voices echoed down into the pit.

      The Syndicate loyalists were granted special privileges to see the monster. The worst part was the propaganda that played every ten minutes over the loudspeakers.

      “Come see the butcher of America. Josh, code name Flesh Tearer, last name unknown. This monster murdered an untold number of innocents over the past several years. He is a psychopathic monster that has no soul. A brave group of men subdued the beast, doing the impossible and capturing him at no small loss to their own group. Now this wild animal is on display in prison, here for all to see as a reminder of the past. No one can stand against the Syndicate, witness the living proof,” the monotone announcer’s voice said.

      It was maddening. The same thing over and over for months. One weird explosion and otherworldly things, then he woke up here. One meal of disgusting gray soup a day, one shower, but their shower was just them nearly flooding the tank up to his neck for a few minutes. Hate was all he felt. The shackles around his neck keeping him here burned. He wasn’t sure if that was a mental thing or real. It didn’t matter.

      He didn’t wonder where everyone was. They had to be dead. They would have come for him by now, he was on his own.

      “I bet I could take him. Look at him. He can barely stand.” A woman’s voice echoed into the pit. Josh stopped.

      He looked up at the three people above and glared at them. “Oh, Bonnie, I think he heard you,” one of the men said. “Teach him a lesson,” the other said, and Josh watched as the skinny man hit the red button.

      A powerful electric shock tore into his neck through the collar and dropped him to his knees. The current wouldn’t stop until they stopped. He wouldn’t scream. The pain was bad, but nothing he couldn’t handle.

      “Take it, bitch. I’d kill you if they’d let me,” she yelled at him. Josh closed his eyes then after what felt like forever, the current stopped. By the time he looked up again the three were already gone. It’d only be a matter of time before more people came to look.

      He hated everyone, everything, but he had to control himself. Josh took a deep breath and sat in the middle of the cell. The pain was already gone.

      There was a red line on the floor of the cell close to the edge, a solid circle. He picked up his empty food bowl and threw it past the circle. A minigun activated and turned the bowl into a million pieces in a second, then a tiny disk robot shot out from the slot in the floor to vacuum up all the pieces before disappearing back into the wall.

      The weapon high up on the wall made him miss his old weapon. He wondered where it was right now, then he figured it was in a million pieces or melted down.

      That thought was enough to make him almost feel depressed, but he couldn’t give in to despair. Not yet.

      He started his breathing exercises again to control his rage. This was a time to think.
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      Dustin sat against a wall in a black cell. There was one light far above, and he couldn’t mess with it. It was dim. One plate of food a day. He thought so anyway. In the black cell, he kept himself sane with memories of the past. He had been in here for far too long.

      He supposed they kept him alive because killing him was not as easy as it looked. Maybe somebody in the ranks of power wanted to keep him alive for some reason, torture he imagined. Revenge maybe. Dustin smiled in the dark. He knew that if it was him on the other side doing the capturing, he would have killed the prisoner, not kept them locked away in a hole. Why take the chance?

      He hated the dark. Somebody knew what they were doing when they put him in here. Delta Squad member or not, you hated what you hate, and nothing would ever change that. All he had left now was the quiet, the one meal a day, memories to keep him company. The memories were starting to warp. Did they really fight against the Devil. Did all that cosmic stuff really happen? It felt like a dream now. The more he tried to remember, the more uncomfortable it became.

      Dustin’s mind began to wander in the dark. Sometimes memories didn’t seem quite right. Other times he was sure that when the giant monster rose from the sea, they were able to change the Viper into a giant robot to fight it off. Or did that ever happen? It made him smile. It was an entertaining idea. Then he thought of the clowns and how they feasted on the bones of his friends. Shapes in the dark, something horrible lurking just beyond the dim light. He shook his head. More thoughts rushed in.

      Memories of rainbow bears in the magic forest, when did that happen, did it happen? Dustin hated the dark so much. He pulled his knees up to his chest and sat next to the wall.

      “Just make it to the next meal. Just make it to the next meal. Just make it to the next meal.” It was the mantra. The only thing keeping him attached to this reality.

      Then the light started to flicker.
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      Wyatt was pinned to a wall in a dead white room, hovering between being awake and suffering at any given time. Whoever oversaw keeping him decided that he needed to suffer. They had used his own throwing knives, stabbed through the palms of his hands. A blood stained metal beam around his waist kept him in place, and two more blades were through his feet.

      He knew full well whoever did it had a twisted sense of humor, a mockery of Christ, or something. It didn’t matter.

      He hated this wall, the room, the sameness of it all was worse than the pain, it was driving him mad and perhaps half blind because of how bright it was.

      Once a day some water would turn on from the ceiling. Sometimes it was hot. Sometimes it was ice cold. Its main purpose was to wash the blood out of the room, his body, and down the drain in the middle of the room. He could only imagine what nightmares it was being used for, but there wasn’t much else to think about here in this cell. Not much other than the past and how it all went wrong after saving the world, or half-saving it anyway.

      Every few hours, the blades in his limbs would twist in a full circle to increase the blood flow and the pain. Wyatt winced as they did so again. There was no way he was going to let them win.

      Before he knew it, the ordeal was over, and the countdown to the next time started. All he could do was wait and cling to hope.

      Hope was going to drive him insane faster than anything else in this nightmare that didn’t have an end.
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      “Do you think these bodies can handle the project?” Mark asked while he looked down through the glass.

      “Who knows, really, no one knows. Now that the cosmic players are out of the picture. We don’t have to worry about any uninvited guests. Everything is working out just the way we planned. The time eater’s days are numbered. Does that sound funny? It sounded funny to me, I guess,” Solaris replied, smiling to himself.

      “Yeah, funny. Whatever. Let’s not waste time. It’s been six months and no activity from the squad. It makes me nervous when they just do nothing for so long,” he replied, looking at the two ladies in the tanks below.

      “Mark, listen. They are captured. Not getting out. Ever. We won, you know?” Solaris asked, and Mark spun around, grabbed the doctor by his white lab coat, and slammed him against the wall in one move.

      Solaris had the wind knocked out of him.

      “No. You listen. They are the most elite force in the world. You forget there is a whole ass load of those bastards out there. More than just five. They have a habit of showing up when they are least expected,” Mark said, and Solaris turned his head, not comfortable with how close the man was right now.

      “Mark, please. It’s a new age of science. The Squad is a relic of the past, just like you, but you happen to be on the right side. We control everything. My project will make the Squad look like rookies on their first day,” Solaris said and smiled.

      “I promise. Like I said, they have four of them locked up tight, and the last hasn’t been seen since. None of the others are doing anything either. The Resistance of Delta is a joke. We’ve already won. This project is just the icing on the cake we’ve worked so hard for. Now, get off me, General. You wouldn’t want to cause drama, would you?” Solaris asked. Mark backed off, setting him back on the floor. “All of the BOBO soldiers have been distractions in the past, all attempts to control them have failed. What is going to make this any better?” Mark asked.

      “Finally, a question worth answering. One I need to keep secret. Like I said, General, you need to trust me, and like you said, the remains of the Delta Squad could strike at any time. If I told you all the secrets and you get captured, then you’d know all the secrets, and believe me, I bet they could make you talk, then they’d know everything too,” Solaris replied. The two men glared at one another.

      “You’re lucky we still need you, at least for now,” Mark replied as he took one last look down at the science lab and walked out of the room.

      Solaris smoothed out his lab coat and cracked his neck as he walked back to the observation window. He knew it was just a matter of time before his creation would be perfect, but Mark had a point. His time was running out. Keeping secrets could keep him safe for only so long.
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      The house was blue and small, on the outskirts of a town none of them knew. “Six damn months of running, we could fight back, why are we watching him instead?” Tyler asked, staring at Joey.

      “Do you understand anything? We used to be friends. Why do you insist on treating me like a monster? I’m not Silence anymore,” Joey said.

      “Well, Joey. You used to be Grandmaster Silence. You killed friends, countless people, you’ve done horrible things. We’re not friends anymore. You’re an idiot, but we’ve decided to keep you alive. We don’t know why. Stop screaming because you’ll give us away,” Brianna replied, keeping her voice down.

      Angel looked out a window but didn’t see anything. Since the Syndicate’s takeover, it made the enemy easier to spot. “I think we’re good,” he said, and Brianna didn’t feel relieved. “Of course, we’re good, no one’s looking for us. They think they’ve won. We’re fine,” Joey said and rolled his eyes.

      “Yeah, sure. Three superpowered beings and a has been cosmic dumbass serial killer. I’m sure no one is looking for us, that’s the logical conclusion to make, idiot,” Tyler replied, leaning back in his chair.

      “It has been half a year. Maybe the idiot has a point,” Angel replied, doing his best to relax.

      “What we should do is get a good night’s sleep, armor up and go kill as many of the invaders as we can. Maybe we die, but so what? Everything’s lost at this point anyway. We could ditch this guy and go on our own,” Angel said.

      “You’d just ditch me?” Joey asked. “Yep,” Tyler replied.

      “Yeah, we could, but this guy was a host for Silence and didn’t die. Who knows what those Syndicate bastards could find in him? If even a spark of that power still exists, they will find it and the nightmare will start over. Hell, if he dies and that thing is still in him, it might just find a different host. We don’t know,” Brianna replied and looked at Joey.

      “Don’t think I am protecting you because I like you. In fact, I should just kill you now and get it over with and take our chances with Silence finding a different host,” she said and glared at Joey with a hateful look in her eyes.

      “You can’t kill me, you can’t kill anyone,” Joey said and regretted saying this as soon as he finished.

      “Oh, can’t kill anyone? Joey, have you not been paying attention? The world has changed, we have changed. You’re liable to kill everyone, you almost did. You’re a monster, Joey. We have to keep you in check so something like that never happens again.”

      Brianna screamed at him. Joey looked away. The words hurt. Silence did those things. Not him, but he couldn’t make them understand any of that. Every time he tried to explain it, the words never got out of his mouth because he couldn’t justify them in his head.

      There was no excuse. He took the power of the monster when it was offered. “All of you had power. Everyone around me had power. I was a nobody. Someone offered power and I took it. Anyone would have done the same. No one would have known how it was going to turn out. I get it, you hate me but that was the past,” Joey said all at once.

      “You could have said no. Does it look like anyone’s life got better because we got power? Does it look like everything’s a paradise now?” Tyler asked.

      Joey looked at the floor. “No,” he replied.

      “Six hours until daylight. Looks all quiet. I suggest we take showers, find whatever food is left in this place if any, then get some sleep. I’ll take first watch,” Angel said and crossed his arms.

      “I’m not going to kill you all in your sleep,” Joey replied. “I don’t trust you,” Angel replied, and Joey rolled his eyes. “I’d just try to run away first.”

      “That’s why we watch you. You run and anyone finds you, who knows what could happen. No one wants that, and if you really felt the least bit bad about what you did, you wouldn’t want that either,” Brianna said.

      Joey didn’t have anything to say to that. “I’m taking a shower first, you find food,” she said to Tyler, stood up and walked out of the room, and he did the same.

      “Dish wars, then?” Joey asked. Angel sighed, reached into the dark bag beside him and pulled out two decks in plastic cases and tossed him one. “Practically have all the cards in these decks memorized. It kind of takes the fun out of the game,” Angel replied.

      “It almost does,” Joey replied. The two of them began to set up their decks.
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      It was raining in the city. He had spent six months on the run while the Syndicate turned every form of resistance in their path to dust.

      The Delta Squad had been defeated, the Guardian Angels, too. Lots to think about but not a lot of time to do it. Today he was a nobody, walking in Cleveland, in the middle of the night in a rainstorm passing under the black flags of the Syndicate that seemed to be attached to every building. The rain had a sinister effect on them. Almost made them seem alive.

      He supposed they didn’t want anyone to forget who owned the country, and maybe the world by now.

      Bryan was at a loss of what to do now. He could fight, he knew that he could do damage to the Syndicate’s forces, but one man, even one such as him, would fall eventually and do no good. Too many thoughts.

      Then lights lit the rain up from behind. “Damn it,” he said under his breath. Usually, the patrols didn’t bother coming out in the rain. This must be someone looking to impress someone else, just his luck.

      “You there. You’re out after curfew. Turn around, show us your hands and your papers,” Bryan did as they asked but kept his head down the entire time. “Hands first or papers, it’s hard to do both at the same time,” he replied.

      “Don’t be a smart ass, papers, identification. Why are you out here?” the man asked. Bryan couldn’t see him due to the spotlight shining in his face. He hated spotlights.

      “I am a leader of the Guardians, Zodiac Corps to be specific,” he said in a calm voice, over the rain. This statement got a bit of a laugh out of the soldiers in the vehicle. Bryan was unsure why that happened.

      “Great, another crazy out wandering the streets,” the one in charge said. Bryan looked up, he couldn’t see any of them through the lights, but the light didn’t hurt his eyes.

      “Alright leader, come with us and you won’t be hurt. It’s wet anyway and surely one such as yourself should be in a dry place, right?”

      “No, I think I’ll pass. Thanks anyway,” he replied with a shrug.

      “We will not say it again, come with us or we will open fire.”

      The gun on the top of the thing aimed towards him, it was a small movement.

      “If you really think you should waste the bullets, that’s up to you. Me, on the other hand, well, you know I’d rather save the ammo. You might need it later for something more important.”

      Bryan heard someone snap their fingers.

      The gun on top opened with a burst of fire and at once, he was knocked off his feet and onto the pavement. Bryan gritted his teeth as he hit the street. The bullets burned his flesh where they made impact, these were big bullets. He didn’t fall.

      “That hurt. Do you think you could, you know, not shoot me?” Bryan stood up. The pain was intense, it had been a while, but he was determined to not let scum like this see him react.

      The lights still blinded him, but he felt the energy from them change to panic. “Holy—” Bryan held up his right hand.

      “No, son. Not exactly what you’d call holy,” he said with a cough. “Now, what am I to do with you now that you shot me?” he asked. He was sure the rain covered his question and everything else he said anyway.

      “What the hell are you doing, shoot him again, you must have missed,” Bryan heard the same voice yell out, thick with panic.

      The machine gun began to shoot. He ran to the left towards the middle of the street just a little faster than the gunner could follow. These people couldn’t be allowed to live, they’d seen his face, seen him take machine gun bullets and not die. No, they’d tell someone for sure and that just couldn’t happen. He slid through the water and turned toward his attacker at the same time.

      In his right hand a green bolt of lightning appeared and formed into a weapon. Not just any weapon, Soul Sabre, Theron’s weapon, a gift from another time. The blade burned with a brilliant blast of bright green energy, crackled through the rain.

      “What in the hell? Kill it,” the man behind the light screamed. Bryan’s blade let loose a brilliant bright green ray.

      The energy cut through the vehicle and the same energy exploded from the black windows. The spotlight died, the tires exploded.

      The men were nothing more than a pile of ashes being washed away in the rain, now. The armored truck would never run again as the melted parts steamed in the rain. The Soul Sabre disappeared as he finished inspecting his work, pleased with it. So much for keeping a low profile. Someone was going to call this in.

      “Sorry guys. I just don’t have time to chat. I have a team to put back together. I have work to do,” he said and walked away, fading in the rain.
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      Tony was stuck working the reconstruction. “Hey, Tony, I need the hammer. I got a stubborn nail,” Randy said. It shook him out of his thoughts. “Sure, buddy,” he said, picked up the thing, and gave it a light toss in the man’s direction.

      The humid Florida night was brutal, but the reconstruction unit never took any time off. Day and night, twenty four hours, nonstop work.

      The Olympians made a mess of Tampa when they showed up, and now it almost resembled a city again. The same was happening all over the new Syndicate States.

      Slave labor. Tony picked up another plank of wood when a pair of guards walked by. “Worker, this is the worst wall I’ve ever seen. Look at how you pounded in those nails, the wood’s chipped to hell, and these joints won’t hold together, one hurricane and this is all coming down. Take it apart and do it right, then report to the lash camp so you learn your lesson,” the man said, then the pair walked away laughing.

      Tony heard the words, but they didn’t seem mean spirited. He was sure the guard didn’t care. Tony had no intention of going to get whipped. The wall was fine, and he knew it. They needed to lift it up, put it on the truck so the next unit could do what they wanted with it.

      “Yeah, no,” Tony said and turned back to Randy, who’d watched the whole thing. “Are you really not going to the lash?” he asked.

      “Why would I? They have thousands in each unit. You think they keep track of us all? Not a chance. Those idiots will forget me by the time they have to yell at someone else,” Tony replied.

      Randy looked nervous. “If you say so. I won’t remind them. This heat, am I right?” he asked. Tony wiped the sweat off his brow and nodded.

      “Say, while I was getting nails from the truck, I heard the guards talking about the resistance. Apparently, they took back Anchorage. I guess the Syndicate doesn’t fight well up in the north,” he said, and Tony nodded again.

      He also didn’t believe any of that stuff. He knew the Syndicate liked to play games with people’s minds. False hope gave people the will to live and wait for rescue instead of fighting back. It was just a ploy. On the other hand, there was no reason to tell Randy or anyone anything different. Losing hope, even if it was false, was dangerous.

      “Come on, help me finish this wall, and then we can get back to the barracks. This heat is going to kill me before the Syndicate does,” Tony said, and Randy nodded.

      The two of them started to lift the wall when, from just down the path, there was a scream, a woman. Tony closed his eyes. “Fourth time this week,” Randy said. “I still can’t believe we lost to these red-eyed bastards,” he finished, they slid the wall onto the truck.

      The guards had no reason to treat the slaves like people. They could use them however they saw fit. The men were treated better because they could do more work. “Give me the hammer,” Tony said. Randy got chills. Tony’s voice had changed. It was dark and cold now.

      Randy handed him the hammer. Tony took it and started to walk in the direction of the screams. “Man, what are you doing besides getting yourself killed?” Randy asked. Tony narrowed his eyes. “This has got to stop,” he said and moved past Randy.

      The trip didn’t take long. Tony moved less like a construction worker now and more like a shadow as he avoided the work lights. Randy followed him but couldn’t quite match his movements.

      Tony turned a corner and saw the same two guards from before that had just found a woman, alone, and cornered her. She was on the ground, bleeding from the mouth. Tony knew what was coming next. “What’s the matter? Don’t like being alive anymore? Don’t like doing what you’re told? Still got that old freedom stuff in your brain?” the guard on the left asked.

      “I’m gonna screw you so hard that you won’t even remember your own name, bitch, let alone anything else,” the one on the right added. They both laughed at her whimpering.

      Tony heard enough. He gripped the hammer so tight his knuckles turned white. Then, from the shadows, he started at a dead run. At the same time, he flipped the hammer around to the claw end and swung. The claw sunk into the back of the left guard’s neck. Tony pulled the hammer to the side and tore all the flesh out with it, making the blood spray.

      The other guard was in shock. Tony lunged, knocking the man to his back, pushing his rifle aside with ease.

      Tony began to bash the guard’s face over and over with the tool without hesitation. After six strikes, the man’s head was a bloody mess with bits of skull and brain in all directions. Once Tony was sure the man wouldn’t be getting up again, he stood up.

      Looking at the woman, he nodded. “Get away from here. Go to the barracks and say nothing about this to anyone. If they ask about your face, just say you tripped. Go,” he said. Before she could say anything, he turned and walked away.

      “Dude, what the hell was that? No, really, what the hell?” Randy asked. Tony looked at the bloody hammer.

      “Just putting right what has been wrong. It’s the little things,” he replied. He looked behind him and saw that the hammer had been leaving a trail of blood from the scene. “We need to clean this up before the shift ends, cover the blood trail,” Tony said with that same cold voice.

      “Right, sure,” Randy said and started to kick dirt over the blood. Tony looked at his blood covered hand and knew he must be covered in the stuff.

      There wasn’t time to regret or worry about his choices now. The sun was going to come up soon, and more guards were on the way, the shift change, too.

      “Always something,” he said, sighed, and looked for a way to clean himself up.
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      The Angels and the Zodiac Corps sat in the dark dimension together. “How long has it been now? Four, six, ten million years? I can’t take it. I can’t. I can’t do it. The walls are closing in. Why are the walls closing in? There aren’t even any walls here! Why is this so hard? Why is this happening? Where is all the cheese?” Gemini screamed into the dark and started to roll around in the dust.

      “I will literally pay you to kill him,” Dani said, holding her head. “It’s only been six months, I think. Maybe. Calm down, will you?” Tiffany asked him, but it was no use. Cole flew off into the dark.

      Alex looked up at the members of the Zodiac on the other side. “Why the hell did I ever listen to you in the first place?” he asked.

      Samantha just shrugged. “Hindsight is always perfect,” she said.

      “Sam has a point here. We trusted the wrong people. Who would have guessed the meeting was a trap?” Matt added.

      “I did, I totally did. I said it was a trap the whole time and we shouldn’t go meet the Syndicate in any capacity because it was a bad idea. Once again, for the millionth time, I told you so,” Melissa said, and Dani rolled her eyes.

      “Yes, we get it. We so get it,” Brittany replied. “Ladies, please, we’ve done this conversation a hundred times. Can we please not do it again?” Alex asked, and the two of them stopped.

      “One room, one mistake. Mark talked a good game, didn’t he?” Matt asked and started to laugh. “We were gonna work together to rebuild the world and then before you know it. Poof, one dimension beam later, and we’re all here. Trapped. Forever,” he said and tossed a rock into the distance. If it landed, it never made a sound.

      “So, anyone have a deck of cards? Because I forgot mine back on the ship,” Matt said.

      Alex looked at Samantha in the dim light and smiled.

      “No cards, but I am sure I can find something to do, you know. I’m pretty resourceful when I need to be.”

      She caught his stare and smiled back. “I like to break things, you know. All kinds of things. Doesn’t matter if it’s small,” she replied with a cold stare in her eyes. Alex got the message, and everyone else did too.

      “I want my goddamned cheeseburger, and I know you have it. You can’t keep it from me forever,” Cole screamed out of the dark and put his blade through a six foot tall rock. “No cheeseburger. What am I going to do? How can I even stand this anymore? Why do I even exist?” he yelled, then fell to his knees as if he were a machine that ran out of power.

      This caught the attention of everyone else.

      “Is he always this way?” Hale asked.

      “Yeah, sometimes he’s actually weird. You need to watch out on those days. This isn’t too bad,” Ariana replied. The other Zodiac members nodded in agreement, as if they had seen things.

      “You know, I just had a scary thought. Bob and the others were banned from Earth realm, right? Well, we’re not on Earth anymore,” Matt said, and the words made all of them widen their eyes at the truth of the message.

      There was a rumble in the distance, like thunder. No sign of changing weather or anything else that might be the cause. Just a sound in the distance.

      “Yeah, thanks. You just screwed with fantasy time. Now I have to be serious,” Ariana said, staring at the Guardian Angels. She sighed.

      “You know, we were both tricked. When we make it back home, why don’t we just team up to kill every member of the Squad and their Syndicate? I mean, we both hate them and have nothing to lose. Now that your friend here brought up that disturbing fact, I think we should start coming up with a plan,” Alex said.

      “Oh, now you want to come up with a plan. Six months and now you want to work together because something has a chance of showing up?” Tiffany asked, and energy began to crackle between her fingers.

      “I’m going to ask you another question here in a minute,” she finished.

      “Stop it, please. We don’t even know if it’s been six months or not. This is progress, and the man makes a point. We are stronger together, yeah?” Dani asked, and Sam looked at Tiffany.

      “Not now, Tiff. The Guardians have a point. We should work together, at least to get out of this nightmare,” Samantha said.

      “Fine.”

      “It’s okay. Once we get back home, we can have a spa day, I promise,” Ariana said and looked at the Angels. “You can come, too. Ladies only,” she said.

      Alex and Matt looked at one another. “Trust me, that’s not one conversation you’d want to be a part of anyway,” Alex said.

      “We’ll hit up the cheeseburger joint and keep the crazy guy happy,” Matt said. “Fine, if you say so,” he replied.

      Both groups stood up and began to stretch out. No one had any ideas of what to do yet, however.

      “I have an idea we can try. We should try and make it back to Hell. At least there we will be on our own turf and can get back home,” Hale said.

      “Hell, you want to go to Hell? Why would you--” Tiffany cut herself off. She knew this is where the Angel Corps were trained. This was home to them.

      “Yeah, we could go there, but we don’t know how to get there from here. This place is called a prison for a reason,” Dani replied.

      “Yeah, what a shame, we can’t find our way into Hell. That’s just too bad,” Samantha said sarcastically, but nobody laughed. “Well, someone go get the rock whisperer, and let’s get looking for a way out. Nothing but time, right?” Alex asked and looked around. Everything here looked the same. He didn’t like it. Nobody liked it.

      “Cole, we’re leaving,” Sam yelled at him.

      “Can I keep my rock?” Cole asked, and Sam sighed. “Yes, you can keep your rock. Let’s go,” she replied. Cole walked out of the dark with a vague person shaped rock in his right hand. “It’s Ben. See? Ben says hi,” Cole said.

      The Zodiac members missed Ben. “Not funny,” Matt said. Cole frowned. “Oh, I just thought...”

      Sam smiled. “It’s okay. We all miss him. Let’s go. Maybe he’s in Hell somewhere, and we can bring him back ourselves,” she said with a forced smile.

      “Yeah, oh, I can’t wait to go to Hell. Let’s find a way there quick,” he said and flew off into the black sky.

      “You heard him. Let’s go to Hell,” Alex said, then picked a direction. It didn’t matter in this place, he supposed. Then he and the group started to walk into the unknown.
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      “What do you mean, real battle? How much battle can be left? I don’t think anyone has any fight left in them after all of this,” Cody asked as the two of them walked down the hall.

      “Yeah, you’d think that, but you’re not an idiot, you know there is always something more, something else. Or are you really that stupid, Commander?” the man asked him.

      “Guy, stop calling me that. I’m not a commander anymore. I’m not even a member of a team anymore. I quit. I appreciate this, but once I am out these doors, I’m gone. Understand me?”

      The man stopped.

      “Don’t you get it? Once you’re chosen for this job, you keep it until the day you die. You have a hard time dying. We’ve all watched you. We’ve been impressed so far, but this sounds a whole lot like crying,” he said.

      He never turned around, never looked at him. When he was finished, he just kept on walking forward.

      Cody shook his head, all he could see was all the times he failed and how it all led to him being trapped in a torture cell. He didn’t feel like he deserved to walk among the living right now, but he still drew breath, still alive. It was hard to get the doubt out of his mind when all he wanted to do was disappear.

      “Who are you anyway? You break me out of that hole, and, how? It makes no sense. The only one who might be good enough to get through the defenses is—” Cody blinked and it all became clear.

      “You got it. Now, let’s keep going before I decide to leave you here. We need to get your armor back,” the man said and kept a steady pace down the hall.

      Cody couldn’t help but notice the doors beside him, bars in the small windows leading into black cells.

      “There are people behind these walls. People like me. Special enemies,” Cody said, realizing this, slowly coming out of his depression long enough to see it.

      “Yes, but don’t be fooled. Not everyone is worth breaking out. They’ll kill you and everyone else if given the chance. They stay here,” the man replied and did not slow down, but it didn’t matter. The alarms in the place started to blare.

      “Damn it. This’ll end bloody. I hope you’re going to snap out of that stupid emotional state soon. I’ll need your help,” the man said and came to a stop.

      “Don’t have a choice or any weapons,” Cody replied, barely being heard over the sounds of the alarms. Cody wasn’t sure what direction the guards would come from. If he was unlucky, it would be both sides. He didn’t feel lucky. The footsteps were coming in from the left, a whole group of people were running in their direction.

      “You go first, leader. Show me some of that spark,” the man said, and the armed guards came around the corner and began to fire. The man had pulled a door he was closest to open for cover against the bullets.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Cody asked as the guards started shooting, the bullets deflecting off the metal door.

      The rescuer didn’t know what to expect, but as he heard the thump of a body hit the ground, he could only sigh. Taking a quick look around the corner of the metal door, he could see the body of the commander on the floor, bleeding. “You’ll be fine, walk it off, champ,” he said and waited behind the door.

      “Well, great. Mister high and mighty Commander decides to display his super bullet sponge skills. Shoot him again to be sure, then cuff him,” one of the guards said and watched Cody twitch a couple of times as a pool of blood formed under him. The pain was intense. He’d almost forgotten what it felt like to be gunned down. Still, he lived, here in his own blood. No bullet ended his life when it could have.

      Fate, maybe. Of course, it could be the guards had bad aim. His pain was already beginning to fade. A slew of nightmares clouded his mind. What if this was just another cosmic trick? What if all of this was an illusion? An old stranger does the impossible to save him—that didn’t make any sense, but the pain sure felt real enough. Cody’s mind raced, but a stronger force pushed all of it out.

      The will to live. His eyes opened slowly. He could see them moving in his direction.

      Cody didn’t move a muscle. He waited until the guards were closer. The four of them weren’t careful. His bleeding had stopped, but they didn’t notice. “Come on. Someone cuff this son of a bitch so we can put him back. Then get a mop and we can pretend like this didn’t even happen,” one of them said through the helmet.

      One of the guards kneeled to grab Cody’s wrist. He did, and Cody reached up with the other arm, grabbed the rifle, and pulled it down.

      “What the hell,” the man yelled as his weapon was stolen, shocked at the speed the blood covered man had.

      The feeling didn’t last long as the weapon spun around and fired. The back of the guard’s head exploded with the helmet, blood splattering onto the other three. The other three reeled back, weapons drawn, confused at what happened.

      Cody rose, covered in his own blood, the blood of the guard with the black weapon in hand. He flipped the switch to single-shot mode and shot each of them without hesitating in the neck, watching them fall to the floor.

      “I hate wasting ammo,” he said to the dead and turned to look at his rescuer, turned the weapon on him.

      “I’m not sure if this is a dream or who you are. I know I won’t shoot you in the back, but I don’t know if the same is true for you. You go first and lead the way. Any tricks, anything I don’t like and, well, you know.”

      He picked up one of the bloody guns from the guards and tossed it to the janitor, who caught it. “Of course, wouldn’t have it any other way,” he replied and at gunpoint, took the lead once more, and the two of them began to make their way out.

      “I knew you had it in you, champ,” the old man said. “Yeah, thanks for all the help. Keep moving. How did you even get here anyway,” Cody replied.
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      “So, they lost the battle. Damn it, what good is a resistance if they don’t listen to orders? It would be so easy if they just did what they were told,” Heath was angry. For the past six months, Nick, Roger, and himself had been transmitting the orders to anyone who could hear them.

      Roger put his head in his hands. “They aren’t soldiers. This isn’t a Terminator situation. You can tell them what to do all day, but they’re just people against an overwhelming force. Plus, we have some success. If we didn’t, no one would be left to listen,” Roger said.

      “Plus, the orders are basically the same as video game missions. Take out site X. Destroy this, disrupt that, kill this one,” Nick said and adjusted a dial. “Not exactly the greatest battle plans in the world, are they?” Nick asked.

      Heath just took a deep breath.

      “Six goddamned months with you two in this junk abandoned base, and I’m about to lose my mind,” he replied.

      Nick and Roger just looked at one another and shrugged. “This old place isn’t so bad. I mean, it has hot water and ten years of food, crappy food but still. It could be worse,” Nick said.

      “Yeah, everything still works, not like the island right? We wouldn’t want to be there now anyway. I’d say we’re lucky to be out of sight and still useful,” Roger added.

      Heath rolled his eyes. “Just shut up. I’m aware,” he replied.

      “Take a look at the Syndicate’s map. I hacked into a couple of old satellites and look. The western half of America is fighting like hell. The country is split down the middle. The easterners have all but given up, it seems. Half a country is better than none,” Nick said.

      Heath shook his head.

      “The world. Look at the world. Every major city has their flag. They own all three of the most powerful weapons in the world, all the strongest people,” Heath said.

      “Why won’t the other delta members fight?” Nick asked. Heath just shook his head. “They are fighting. Look at that map again and tell me how it is the country is cut in half but it’s not enough. There are only so many, and the Syndicate armies are, well, limitless,” Heath replied, falling back into a chair, tired, more than just tired, drained.

      “Listen. Let me take over for a couple of days. Abdul is out there kicking ass, and others too. The war will still be here when you get back, I promise,” Roger said, and Heath nodded. “I know. I know it’s just, yeah, you’re right. Good luck,” he said and stood up.

      “If you lose the damn war while I’m gone, the Syndicate will be the last thing you have to worry about,” he said, rubbed his eyes, and left the room.

      “How the hell did we get here, man?” Nick asked. Roger turned his eyes back to the map. “Bad luck,” Roger replied.

      “It feels more than just bad luck. Man, I miss the good old days when we had all the fun weapons to fight wars with. I want to get out there and do something,” Roger said.

      “We’re doing enough here. We can see everything. We can get people out of danger and make the Syndicate suffer where it counts. Shut up and let’s get the next mission ready and hope there are people still willing to fight,” Nick said.

      “Yeah, I don’t want to get shot by Heath for losing the war,” he replied.

      “Shot? No. Heath would take his time, inch by inch. When 188 first appeared, he had to get information out of some of the red eyes. Those boys looked more like steaks before they died. I’ve seen some stuff, but I never want to see that again,” Nick said.

      Roger nodded. “Thanks for the tip,” he said and hoped that wasn’t what the future had in store for him.

      “Oh my god, look,” Roger said and pushed a few buttons.
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      Brian woke up in the ditch where Emily left him. The last thing he remembered was fighting with Emily, and after that, nothing. When he woke up, he had the worst headache he could remember but was otherwise unharmed. The chaos of the battle surrounded him.

      He had no idea how long he had been in this ditch, but some time must have passed by. Rust was forming on the broken steel already, but only faint traces.

      “Can’t stay here,” he said and pulled himself back to the road, speaking to make sure his voice still worked, and started to walk away from the old battleground.

      For hours he walked in a line. The sun above him hardly seemed to move, but the air was cool. There was a slight breeze too. It felt like winter was on the way, or fall maybe. He was lost in his thoughts when he looked up. There was a small town in the distance, complete with a giant blue water tower, the tallest structure in town.

      Brian felt good about this and quickened his pace toward the place. At the very least, he could get news of the state of the world.

      It wasn’t long before he got to the first houses outside of town. No one was out. The place appeared lived in, but still dead. His first idea was that a plague came through. It didn’t matter, however, he had to keep moving.

      Brian moved until he came to the school. There he looked at it, empty as every other place. There was something off about it—the flagpole. At the top, there was no American flag. Instead, it was a black flag with a red cross in the middle.

      “Damn it,” he said. It was all he needed to see to know things went bad somewhere along the line.

      As he approached the pole to take the offending flag down, the first signs of life came, almost as if they had appeared out of nowhere.

      “You there, away from the flag, and prepare to present papers.” The voice came from behind, and Brian turned around to see a group of black clad soldiers there. They didn’t have their weapons pointed at him yet, but he knew it wouldn’t take much for this to change.

      “My name is Brian. I am, well, I am lost. Tell me where I am?” he asked them while raising his hands. It was an honest question. He had no idea when or where he was.

      “Region Six,” the man replied. “Now, your papers.” The man never flinched, and Brian could see the grip get tighter.

      “What is Region Six?” With this, the soldiers raised their weapons, took aim. Brian wasn’t threatened by the gesture.

      “I am going to tell you one more time. Present your papers,” the leader said, furious at having to repeat himself.

      “Well, no. See. I don’t have any on me you’d take and—” The men opened fire. It took a few seconds to realize that the bullets were just bouncing off. “What the hell are you?” one of the soldiers screamed while shooting.

      “I told you. My name is Brian.” He said this and jumped, closing the distance in the process. When Brian hit the ground, he did it with enough force to knock the soldiers back. He grabbed the legs of the closest soldier and spun, using him as a weapon. This was more than enough to shatter the bodies of the others, sending bone and blood in every direction. The man he used as a weapon was dead.

      He tossed the body to the side and it hit the brick wall of the school. The remains slid to the ground. “Morons picked the wrong side.”

      It was then he heard the faint beeping from one of the bodies. He rolled his eyes because it could only mean one thing. Trouble. Brian thought about running, but then the thought passed. It was clear there was a war on. Where there as was war, there was always resistance.

      It didn’t matter if he was the last fighter in the country or not. He had time to make up for and a job to do.

      Then the ground began to shake. The vibrations caused the flagpole to shake, the windows of the school too.

      There was a tank rolling down Main Street. It seemed a little extreme. He looked up into the sky and saw a glint in the sky. A drone had seen everything he’d done, too. Now it made sense.

      Brian turned towards the tank and cracked his neck. “Hit me with your best shot.” The tank didn’t look like one he recognized. It looked from the future. Or at least how he imagined one from the future would look.

      It fired.

      Brian saw the shell coming. In his mind, he saw himself punching the shell in slow motion and watched as the explosion surrounded him in an awe inspiring thing for all to see and to give the enemies something to be afraid of.

      The second he thought of this plan, he was knocked off his feet by the explosion and thrown back into the air into the ground several feet away. Leaving a crater where he landed.

      Brian coughed, then groaned.

      “Alright. I admit it. That was a pretty good shot as shots go. My turn.” He looked down at his clothes. He would need new ones. These were toast.

      Brian decided to stop being stupid and pulled himself up, took off running. He leapt high into the air. Brian landed in front of the cannon.

      Not wanting to get blasted in the face, Brian walked forward with his arm under the long cannon. He walked up the front of the tank and ripped off the turret in the process. The metal made a horrid wrenching sound, then he tossed the hunk of steel to the side.

      Inside there were two men who were terrified. “You shot me with a tank.”

      “It’s really not nice to shoot people with tanks. It’s not the polite thing to do.” Brian was going to crush these two, but he noticed a crowd starting to form.

      People brave enough to come out of their homes. They were all scared, dirty, and looked as if they had been starving. Brian got a better idea. He reached down, grabbed, and tossed them on the ground beside the ruined tank. Then he jumped down beside them.

      “Alright everyone, these guys are yours. You can kill them if you want.” No one said anything. He wondered if there were more soldiers in town. There was no indication there were, not nearby at least.

      “By Cyranthis’ mercy. We owe you everything,” a man in black said. It caught Brian off guard for a second. “Are there any more around town?” Brian asked.

      “No, sir. One tank, a small unit. There were more when they took the town but in exchange for obedience, they pulled out, left the small guard unit behind,” the priest replied. Brian nodded.

      “Our god has answered our prayers,” someone cried out from the crowd, and like someone lit up an applause sign, the rest of the people let loose with a cacophony of praise and affection. Brian wasn’t used to this. These people worshiped Cyranthis, and that religion was crazier than a bag of cats. However, crazy was the only game in town right now.

      “What is your name, savior?” the priest asked. “Brian,” he replied.

      “Come with us, Brian. You have delivered us from the Syndicate’s grasp. We need to celebrate a great victory,” the priest said.

      “Sure. I could use some new clothes as mine were destroyed by, well, you all saw.”

      “Yes. Clothes, a feast, all the things. Welcome to our town. Cyranthis be praised!” The priest said as the crowd cheered then, and all of them began to walk towards the houses. For now, at least, everything was looking up for him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Josh was in his cage and the visitor chime kicked in again. Josh cringed at the sound of it and knew what came next. However, when he looked up to see the face of his next tormentor, there was someone in a black cloak standing there.

      “Cosplayer,” he said. It looked like Grandmaster Silence from here, but he knew that was impossible. There was always the chance he was going insane, too. The figure stood there. The moon made the scene all that more dramatic.

      The person cocked his head and then tossed something down into the pit. Josh saw the metal glint through the air, and then it landed on the floor with barely a sound. It was a thin piece of steel wire. He looked up, and the figure was gone.

      He knew that he was in deep Syndicate territory, and the security here had to be intense. There was no way that a freak with a cloak would just be able to walk through the front door. No, someone planned this.
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