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      Two long and peaceful years had passed since the liberation of America. The worldwide reveal of the Delta Squad had shaken the world to its core. The illusion of power that might have existed once was shattered. However, the Syndicate and the Delta Squad themselves had disappeared after the snowy battle of Washington D.C.

      The world did its best to move on and rebuild the balance of power the only way it knew how.

      Jason had offered his unique skills to the American government. Instead of being imprisoned for his crimes, he was offered a full pardon for all crimes known and unknown if he would agree to use his expertise to build five new sets of armor to be used.

      Jason accepted the deal. Now he stood in a large room filled with people doing various things and five suits in glowing blue capsules in the center. He stared at them, not quite knowing what to think of this work. The only thing that came to mind, however, was inferior craftsmanship. The sound of approaching footsteps broke his concentration.

      “Are they ready? The UN is growing impatient with all the delays. They don’t like their funding being wasted,” General Will said to him as he approached. Jason half smiled at the result of their so-called work.

      “Just about ready, but two years is hardly enough time to build one decent suit, and you want five of them in the same amount of time. That’s funny,” he replied and started to press some more buttons on a console. “However, they will be the most advanced weapons on the planet, you know, beneath true Syndicate tech,” he finished.

      Will shook his head. “Well, as long as we are one step ahead of the bad guys, that’s all we care about,” Will replied as he stared at the suits in the capsules, trying not to remember all of the horrors these and all the things like them were capable of.

      “Yeah, normal bad guys won’t stand a chance, but if one of the heavyweights come out of the woodwork, these suits might as well be coffins you can wear. Don’t worry, General, they’ll be ready on time, relatively speaking,” Jason replied, annoyed with having to talk to anyone right now. Will ignored that remark.

      “You take care of the tech, and we’ll take care of the people. Just be ready,” Will replied as he turned and walked out. He hated being in the same room with that maniac. Will got into the elevator and his phone rang. He picked it up.

      “I just got out of the lab. The suits are nearly done. How are the volunteers doing?” he asked. “Good, glad to hear it. Make the call. Get the five of them to the center. I’m on my way,” Will finished and hung up the phone. Building technology was one thing, playing God was another, and it didn’t make him feel comfortable. He knew how easy it was to slide into hell by trying to do the right thing.

      The General waited in the elevator for a few minutes. The tight spaces began to make him feel uncomfortable. He had a small sigh of relief when the doors slid open to reveal a white, well-lit hallway. One he had been down several times before. It had always smelled like bleach down here or something close to it.

      Will walked straight down and found the doors he was looking for. He put his left hand on the scanner beside the door. A white beam scanned his hand from top to bottom, then the door swung open without a sound. Will walked inside, and five people stood at the ends of their beds at strict attention with a salute.

      “At ease, soldiers,” he said, and the five responded in kind. “Today is the day you’ve all been waiting for. The suits are ready, and you need to be ready,” he said.

      “Yes, sir,” they replied at the same time. It made him smile. He wondered if the real squad was this responsive, but something was telling him that wasn’t the case. “Get on the beds. The doctor will be with you shortly,” Will said. The five of them sat on their beds at once. Will took a deep breath. He knew that he could stop this at any time.

      It was then from the far side of the room a man in a white coat came walking out, wheeling a cart with five syringes filled with red liquid, each with a long needle attached to the end. The five soldiers were nervous. Will knew he was too and could see it in all of their eyes as the cart came closer and stopped at the first one.

      Winnie took a deep breath as the cart stopped. An errant strand of blonde hair on cue fell out of place and she brushed it away. “Hey, how are we doing today?” the doctor asked, and she nodded. “I’m doing fine, just a little nervous,” she said, and he nodded. “Well, don’t you worry about a thing. This here is going to make you into the perfect soldier,” he replied with an air of confidence that made her worry a little bit. “They’ll think your name just stands for winning all the time,” the doctor said, and she smiled at his bad attempt at a joke.

      The man picked up the first long needle. She didn’t look at it as he plunged the thing deep into her arm and into the muscle. The doctor wasn’t particularly worried about infections down here in the lab. Winnie winced in pain but didn’t move as the liquid was injected. “And that’s all there is to it,” he said and pulled the needle out. “Now just lie back and relax. You might get a bit of a head rush for a few minutes,” he said, put the empty needle down on the cart, and walked away to the next one.

      Vera was lying there, and as the man approached, her nose started to itch. It was a nervous thing. Whenever she was required to be still, something like this always happened. “How are we doing today, Vera?” the man asked her with a warm smile. “Fine, let’s just get this over with,” she said hurriedly with her Russian accent.

      “Not a problem. You just hold still and it’ll be over before you know it,” he replied as he picked up the next long needle and held it over her pale white skin. Without hesitating, he pushed the needle deep into her arm and injected the red serum. Vera ignored the pain and the procedure by not looking at it. “I know, lie back. Head rush. I heard you tell the commander,” she said before he could. “Good,” the doctor replied with a smile.

      He placed the needle down on the tray and moved forward. Jin was next. “Hello, good sir, are you doing alright as well?” he asked, and Jin nodded. “Yes, as well as can be expected,” he replied in his quick and quite normal Chinese accent. The doctor smiled. “Good. This won’t take long,” he replied, and he repeated the procedure he had done twice before. “Ancestors would be disappointed in me if they could see me now,” Jin said, and the doctor shook his head.

      “Nonsense. Your ancestors helped invent medicine and all kinds of things to make life easier, better, and not to mention deadlier. If I were to guess, I’d say if they had this stuff back then, they would have used it too. There is no dishonor here, trust me,” he replied. Jin sighed. He didn’t believe any of that, but his government had chosen him, and this was his place in the world now. He wasn’t going to let his people down. In the time it took for him to say all that, the injection was over. Jin didn’t even feel it. “Relax for a few minutes,” the doctor said and moved forward.

      Rory was nervous. He had been dreading this day since he was picked to be part of the team two years ago. He hated the idea of being altered in any way, but that was part of the deal. “Hey. How’s it going?” the doctor asked him, and Rory was snapped out of his thoughts. “Oh, you know. Just trying to do my best before becoming a human guinea pig is all,” he replied in his English accent. The doctor tilted his head. “I’ll have you know that every pig we tested this on exploded, but lucky for you, you’re not a pig,” he said, and Rory thought he felt his heart skip a beat.

      “Kidding, son, take it easy. You’ll be fine, I promise,” he said, and that promise meant little to him. The others hadn’t died yet and seemed okay, however. “Alright, let’s get this over with,” he replied and closed his green eyes tight. It had been the same thing he had done since he was a kid when it came to shots of any kind. Right now, he wished he had his mom’s hand to hold on to as well. Despite the size of the needle, the pain was minimal.

      “There you go, big guy, all done,” the doctor said, and Rory opened his eyes. He couldn’t even see the needle mark. “Oh, well, that wasn’t so bad,” he replied. The doctor smiled, nodded his approval, and moved to the last one.

      Yoshi couldn’t help but laugh at Rory’s obvious fear. He didn’t know why because he was a little scared himself of this whole thing too. “Hey, Yoshi. How are you, and what’s so funny?” the doctor asked. “Oh, I still think it’s funny that they are giving the Japanese guy the sword position,” he said, and his laugh disappeared. “Yeah, but you know that you do more than that. It’s just the stereotypical thing that everyone expects,” the doctor replied.

      “True, I suppose,” Yoshi replied. “Oh well, let’s do this,” he said, and the doctor nodded. “You bet,” he replied. Yoshi watched as the needle was pushed into his arm. He squinted at the pain and the sight of watching the red fluid being injected. “Perfect,” the doctor said as he pulled the needle out. “It’ll take effect soon, so take it easy,” he finished. Yoshi nodded.

      Then he moved to Will, who was still waiting at the end of the hall.

      “Thanks, but did you really have to have a conversation with all of them, Solaris?” Will asked, and the doctor shrugged. “Oh, a little bedside manner never hurt anyone. The team will be ready in just a few minutes. So, give them a little time,” he said. Will never did like Dr. Solaris, but he had to listen, at least for now. “You’re dismissed, doctor,” Will replied. Solaris smiled, took his cart, and walked it out the way Will came in.

      He took a breath and decided that was enough time to wait.

      “Team. Rest tonight and take a breather if you want or get some more time in the simulators. Tomorrow you’re going to be introduced to the world as the official Delta Squad,” he said, and Rory huffed. “I am tired of that VR simulator. I can’t wait to get into the real thing and feel that power for myself,” he said, and the others laughed a little bit.

      Will did not. “Son, you’d better be careful what you wish for,” he replied. “You’ve seen the videos we’ve recovered. Remember them,” Will said. Despite the old team being victorious, often it always came at a price.

      “Those old members were idiots. I’m surprised they pulled off half the things they did,” Winnie replied, and Will almost smiled. “Right, well, tomorrow we meet the world for the first time. Be ready,” he replied, turned, and walked out.

      Will’s phone rang before he made it back to the elevator. He answered it and listened. “Yes, they are ready. The serum is a success, at least for now. Are you sure you don’t want to give it a couple of days?” he asked and continued. “If they go insane or turn into monsters on the stage, it might be a bit of an embarrassment,” Will finished.

      “Yes, sir, I understand. And if the enemies you let get away show up to say hello because, oh, I don’t know, bringing back their hated enemies might inspire them to get a little upset. Between you and me, if they do manage to show up, we are going to need a lot more than our squad on training wheels to deal with it,” Will replied.

      “Full faith in their abilities? Yes, Mr. President, I won’t worry about a thing. Have a good day, sir,” Will said and hung up the phone.

      “God help us,” Will said as he walked into the elevator.

      “In just less than twenty-four hours here on this stage, the world will be introduced to the multinational Delta Squad. Two years ago, the original team mysteriously disappeared after their now legendary battle with the warlord Mark was completed,” a reporter said and continued.

      “Now the world is excited to meet an official, transparent squad. At long last, the age of secrets is finally over,” a news reporter finished. The camera panned behind him, revealing the stage where it was going to take place.

      Mark was watching it from an underground bunker deep in the Rocky Mountains, sitting in a large red recliner. He’d known about the event for some time but had tried to ignore it. Everything he had worked for was about to be undone.

      Mark resisted the urge to shoot his television. He was down to his last two. He picked up the phone and dialed a number. “Are you seeing what I am?” he asked. “Yeah, I guess the world didn’t get the message the first time around. The game is back on. Are you prepared, or do you need more time?” he asked.

      “Good, then the game is back on,” Mark said and hung up the phone. His hate for the squad was not diminished. No matter what form it was going to take, he would find a way to kill it.
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      It was Sunday. The sun was shining without a cloud in the sky. A large crowd gathered in front of the large stage in eager anticipation of the big reveal. Patriotic music was playing, and the atmosphere was relaxed.

      After the last few disastrous years of war and worldwide destruction, this was the first positive thing to happen on a global scale that didn’t involve victory or the defeat of some overlord that came out of nowhere and threatened genocide.

      Americans were a broken people, and even two years on, were still very much in recovery mode. Suddenly the fanfare began to blare out of the speakers as the President of the United States came walking onto the stage. No one announced him.

      Some people cheered. Most remained silent. The whole ordeal two years ago wasn’t something easily forgotten, and even now, few people trusted what they saw anymore. “My fellow Americans and citizens of the world. We’ve all been through a lot. I’ve seen this country’s most devastated places after the war, and I am happy to report that progress and recovery is being made on all fronts,” he said and continued. “But today, we are here for a different reason. As you all know, the Delta Squad, the organization that worked for no country and was ultimately responsible for the war and occupation last year, was destroyed forever. Their origins are still unknown, but even though their actions have caused us great misery,” he said and paused.

      The crowd didn’t appear convinced of how responsible the Squad actually was, and there were more than one. The details were confusing, and everyone had a different version of the truth.

      “The world has worked together to create our own global defense force. Now, for the first time, I am pleased to introduce to you the new Delta Squad that represents the world and all of you standing here today,” he finished, and when he said that, the crowd did cheer.

      The majority of the public believed that if the squad hadn’t existed, the freakshows they fought wouldn’t have had any reason to show up in the first place.

      With most of the major nations on earth contributing and transparency being included, there wouldn’t be a reason for any of the freaks to return. This was the logic most people had after two years of war against things most barely understood.

      “Are you guys ready for this?” Rory asked them. “No,” Vera replied immediately. “This is a stupid idea,” she finished.

      “You think so, too?” Jin asked. “Yes,” she replied again, hating to repeat herself. Before the others could respond, a light turned green. It was the signal it was time to get ready to go on stage. “Well, this is it. Don’t do anything too flashy, and let’s get this over with,” Winnie said, and then they could hear the President’s voice begin to speak from where they were.

      “First, I want to introduce Jin from China. He is the squad’s computer and heavy weapons expert,” the President announced. Jin took a deep breath and walked up the stairs and onto the stage. He wasn’t wearing the armor, only a basic Chinese military uniform.

      The crowd cheered once more, and he didn’t like all the attention. He bowed to the crowd and walked to the left as they had practiced before.

      “Moving right along, direct from England, Rory, the guardian of the squad and energy weapons expert,” Rory heard his name, took a deep breath. “See you guys out there,” he said with a smile, stood up, and walked onto the stage. Rory was nowhere near as reserved as Jin was, standing at six foot five in his uniform.

      He pumped his fist in the air and gave a healthy shout-out to the crowd, who in turn gave all that energy right back to him. He was enjoying himself out here, or at least pretending to. The President saluted him, and Rory returned the salute, then took his place beside Jin.

      “Attention whore much?” Jin asked him quietly. “Just putting on a show. The people need some good energy, don’t you think,” Rory replied to him. Jin narrowed his eyes but didn’t reply.

      The President began to announce the next member of the new team to the world. “Next, direct from Russia, I’d like to introduce Vera, sniper of the team,” she heard her name being called. “I still think announcing all of us is a stupid idea,” she said to the others, annoyed as she walked onto the stage.

      The crowd cheered her on, and she waved back but didn’t smile. She wasn’t very good at smiling. A few seconds in the spotlight were all she needed before taking her place with the others in a hurry.

      “Now, for the second in command, straight from Japan, Yoshi,” he heard his name called and smiled. He walked out onto the stage. Yoshi was wearing a long black overcoat, breaking the basic uniform tradition the others were keeping. The crowd was silenced as he raised one arm with an outstretched hand. Then in one smooth motion, he threw off his jacket to reveal a large watermelon. Yoshi wasted no time and threw it straight up into the air.

      In the same motion, he spun around, pulled the blade that hung on his side out, and sliced the melon into three pieces. Then he did a spin kick to knock all three pieces into the crowd. He moved faster than most people could even register.

      The secret service started to react to the weapon being on stage after the kick, but the President held up a hand to stop them as the blade was sheathed again.

      “Yoshi, everybody, give him a round of applause. This is the second in command of the Delta Squad,” the President said as Yoshi walked back and joined the others.

      “Really, what if you messed that stunt up? That was a stupid thing to do,” Jin said under his breath. “Yeah, but I didn’t, so get over it. What are they going to do, fire me?” Yoshi said in response. Rory and Vera rolled their eyes but opted not to join in the conversation.

      “Last but not least, everyone calls her Winnie. Straight from America herself, introducing the commander of the Delta Squad,” he said, and with that, she walked out onto the stage and stood beside the President. “I’ll say a few words to the crowd,” she said to him away from the microphones. He just nodded and took a step back.

      “Hello. I know this is our first official day, but the team and I have been working really hard to make sure nothing like the invasion or the war with someone like 188 ever happens again. We will work with the allies and the world to keep the peace and put down any threat that might come up,” she said to the crowd, and was less than convincing. She was the commander of the new Delta Squad, not a public speaker.

      “Well, we will put our faith in you, and I am sure you won’t let us down,” the President took over, and she smiled and moved over to the rest of her team. “Great speech, boss, you really know how to win them over,” Vera said to her. “Shut up, I don’t want to hear it,” Winnie replied at once quietly. Vera smirked in response.

      The whole ceremony didn’t take more than a half hour, but the news coverage was incredible. Just about everyone who could still watch television in the country saw it. Paxton had a job to do. He had been in hiding for two years, and it was easy to do when you had teleporting armor, but he saw these squad members on the screen, and a twinge of hate crawled up his spine. Even if Mark hadn’t called him to send a message, he would have done it anyway.

      He knew exactly what he wanted to do, but he knew he needed to do it at the right time. He shut the television off, stood up, and walked to his armor that was laying on the floor next to his bed. “You and I are going to have some fun. It’s been too long,” he said to his armor as if he expected it to talk.

      “You don’t have to do anything. You could let it all go, you know. It’d be much easier to do that,” a voice said to him, and Paxton jumped, turned around, but didn’t see anyone there. “Who’s there? Who are you?” he said into the room. But there was no answer. “No, really, if you’re out there, you should say something, show yourself,” Paxton said again and looked from left to right, but there was still no one there and no reply.

      “Well, it doesn’t matter. It just must be those voices in my head, I guess,” Paxton said but couldn’t remember ever hearing voices before and figured maybe he was starting to go insane.

      He kicked the severed head of the former owner of the house away from his armor, and it hit the far wall. He reached down and opened a small panel on the wrist of his armor. It came to life and stood up on its own.

      Paxton turned around and stepped inside of it. The suit closed around him. “Time to get back to work,” he said and disappeared.
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      Four days had passed since the ceremony, and it appeared that there was no worthy threat left for them. Maybe peace had finally been restored after all. The five of them were in their base and getting cabin fever.

      “So, what is the point of us if we never do anything?” Rory complained as he hit the punching bag that was filled with cement and cracked it. “I don’t know, if we are lucky, there will be no more threats. War is no fun,” Vera said, and Yoshi scoffed. “The glory is the only reason we are here. To show off, be the best. We have no other purpose but to exist,” he replied to them with a yawn.

      “The war is over. 188 is dead, and Mark was defeated along with all of his followers. I hope I never see what I saw again,” Winnie said, recounting her experiences in the war. “Those fools never attacked Japan, not even once. If they had, they would have lost,” Yoshi said, and Jin shook his head.

      “Japan wasn’t attacked because they were too weak to be considered a threat. We fought many battles in China. I had to escape the Red Eyes Army many times. I wasn’t old enough to join the army, and by the time I was, the fight was over. I want, no, deserve my revenge,” Jin said with a growing anger in his voice.

      “Does anyone even know why we were called here?” Rory asked.

      It was then that Will walked into the room in a hurry and turned on the television. “Take a look,” he said, and they all did.

      “We don’t know what is going on, but suddenly the Ispep Science Center here in Atlanta has come under attack. A war criminal, the butcher of Coral Island, Blood Wraith, has resurfaced and is causing havoc, doing battle, and making short work of the police on the scene,” the news lady said as something exploded behind her, and she ducked on instinct.

      “Bring me the Squad. I demand to speak to them now,” Wraith screamed out to no one as some poor cop got his arm ripped off by the hulking terrorist and the camera watching it all. “Yeah, suit up. You’re going to go and take him out,” Will said.

      “Why are we not in some kind of briefing or meeting? How come we are learning about this on the damned news?” Winnie asked, cringing at the sight on the screen.

      “This monster can teleport. You’ll get briefed in a few minutes with everything that we know. But he just showed up minutes ago, and already it’s a bloodbath. Who cares what he wants to talk about? Now move,” Will said to them again. Wasting time meant lives were being lost.

      “Squad, let’s go show the world what we’re made of,” Winnie said, and Will winced. That is exactly what he didn’t want to happen.

      The ground the Ispep Science Center was built on was covered in blood, severed limbs, and the air filled with screams of pain. Paxton stood in the center of it all as if he were an artist surveying his work. “I still can’t believe they sent the cops,” he said to himself, his left hand still dripping with fresh blood. He kicked a body away from him so hard that the flesh tore itself to pieces against his armor. “Is there anyone else who wants to try?” Paxton screamed to the police hiding behind their cars. He wasn’t here for them, but at least they made for good bait and they were fun to terrorize.

      Paxton turned as the air a several feet away began to crackle with blue energy. The news camera followed his attention.  The air exploded with blue light and the five of them stood there in all their glory as the sparks of the teleportation faded away.

      The few reporters left would be the first ones to witness the newest and best fighting force in the world in action. Blood Wraith stood in front of his new enemies. For a moment there was silence as the five of them sized up yesterday’s enemy.

      Paxton was not impressed. The new members looked close to the old ones, even their color scheme was accurate. These suits looked cheaply made, thin, weak even. He wasn’t worried.

      “So, they found some new whiny snowflakes to take up the mantle. However, look at the bright side. Neither you nor the ones you replaced look that impressive, so you have that in common at least,” he said as he revved up his chainsaws and touched them together to create a shower of sparks.

      Blood Wraith, with his orange and black armor, was seven feet tall. He towered over the Squad. “Let me guess, you all have pathetic code names, too. Care to share them with me before we begin? I really want to know what to carve into your tombstones,” he said.

      “Yeah, doesn’t matter, freak show. You’re going down, and—” Then he teleported. “Well, great,” Vera said with little surprise and looked around. “Well, now what?” Yoshi asked with a shrug.

      “Down!” Rory screamed, remembering his training and files.

      The squad ducked as Paxton appeared behind them and swung the blades at their heads. It was a near-multiple kill shot. They could hear the relentless roar of the saw and the rush of wind over their heads.

      Rory turned around and slammed his fist into the armored thing’s stomach. It didn’t even dent the armor. “Oh, somebody wants to play,” he said and swung the saw down. The blade sliced into his arm and through the armor, and blood sprayed everywhere in a fine mist. Paxton laughed. Rory screamed.

      The rest of the squad then scattered to the sides at once. They turned to fire their weapons all at the same time, only to destroy a car. The Wraith was gone.

      “What is with this guy? Did he come here to fight or what?” Winnie asked, thinking out loud. Paxton reappeared behind her. “Hey, you must be the leader. You complain like one anyway. I think I’ll take off one of your arms,” he said and grabbed Winnie by the back of the neck, picking her up with ease.

      The sniper took a shot, and the bullet slammed directly into Paxton’s head only to bounce off. “No, this won’t do at all. It’s too bad I’m not here to kill you losers,” he said. This was confusing. “You mean this is some kind of a trap?” Winnie asked. The others became worried about this whole event.

      “Traps are kind of what I do best. Hello, morons. I teleport, I surprise attack. It’s my thing,” he replied and then held out his arms and pointed those deadly saws at them all. “The man wants to say hello. If it were up to me, I’d just kill you, but, well, I’m not the boss. Here’s a gift,” Paxton said, and a silver mist shot out from his wrists and expanded like fog over the entire area as if it were alive.

      The television crews and cops around the area began to choke and writhe on the ground. Their flesh began to melt away. The squad looked around at the horror around them, helpless to do anything. “What is this?” Yoshi asked. “I don’t know,” Jin replied. All the files, videos and training they had. Nothing had prepared them for this.

      “I think I’m going to be sick,” Vera said as the screaming began to die down. The images of the melting flesh and bone were burned into her mind.

      “Focus on what’s going on,” Winnie ordered them, but it was too late. By the time they looked at where Paxton was, he was gone.

      “Did we just lose our first fight?” Jin asked himself. “I think we lost,” Vera replied. There was nothing they could do. The mist, however, continued to spread out around them. It was not gas, clearly, because the silver mist didn’t dissipate. Instead, it kept spreading out from the source.

      “Do we have any options?” Winnie asked into her communicator.

      “We have one. You’re done. Return to base at once,” Will replied and had a disappointed tone in his voice.

      “Squad, you heard the man. We’re done. Let’s go,” Winnie ordered. The others almost thought about not listening to see if they could stay and help if they could. Before they could offer resistance to her order, she and the others disappeared in a flash of blue light.

      Seconds later, a silver canister appeared in the center of the infected zone. The top of the thing extended into the air. The canister beeped three times. On the third time, the smaller part sent out a bright red pulse of energy out rapidly. The silver mist was completely obliterated on contact, along with any living thing in a three-hundred-foot radius. In a second, the threat was contained, but the message to the Delta Squad and the world had been delivered.

      Elsewhere, in a dark and hidden place.

      “I thought you said Mark was terminated by the original members of the squad two years ago,” Erin said, sitting in a black shadow-covered chair. “He was. Or that’s what their commander said at the time, and he stuck to that story. Cody said the body was obliterated by Josh’s weapon, and there was no trace left of it,” Dana responded.

      “Well, Blood Wraith isn’t a leader. He’s more of a follower, and there are only two people he’s ever followed into battle. Neither one has been seen for two years. We assumed they were both dead,” Erin replied. Then a calmer voice came from the other side of the table.

      “The Syndicate always knows the truth is never what it seems. We deal in secrets. The difference this time is that this one was kept from us, by one of our own,” Heath said, and there was silence for a time. They were lied to by Cody. This didn’t sit well with the three of them.

      “So, it turns out our new squad is worthless against the old enemies. Maybe we should have gone with the armor and fought him instead?” Erin asked.

      “You never did understand. It’s not the weapon, it’s the one who uses it that makes it worth a damn,” Heath replied in frustration. Erin and Dana both stared at him. “Okay, fine, maybe the weapon matters a little bit too,” Heath admitted.

      “So, what do we do now?” Dana asked. “We do nothing. We don’t exist anymore. All we do is⁠—”

      Then the large screen on the wall changed. The images of newscasters were replaced immediately with a familiar looking fire.

      “We turn up the volume,” Erin said.

      The fire faded away, and their blood froze at once. All of their questions were answered with new ones.

      “You dare ruin my greatest achievement by trying to make those impostors be the real thing?” Mark asked. The people on the screen were enough to give anyone a serious chill down their spine. Mark was in the middle. 188 was to his left. To his right was the liquid metal being only known as Dawn, a face they hadn’t seen since the 2012 mission that nearly destroyed the world.

      “You think you can get away with this? All three of us are pissed for various reasons, you know. The world overstepped its boundaries yet again, and it needs to be put in its place, this time for good,” Dawn said in her familiar high-pitched voice. It hadn’t changed much.

      “Payback is a bitch,” 188 said in that disturbing voice of his, his golden eyes flashing in anger.

      Then the three of them realized that this message was not just for them. The entire world must have been seeing it at the same time. Then the message faded away, returning to the newscaster who was in a panic.

      “Dear God. What have we done?” Erin asked, her voice filled with obvious terror. There was only one thing they could possibly do.

      “Christ, talk about holding a grudge. Did they get together to get revenge on a bunch of rookies they have nothing to do with?” Heath asked.

      “Yep, looks like it,” Dana replied.

      “I wouldn’t be too worried, but this is them, and they all have one thing in common,” Erin said and almost smiled. “Yes, they do. It looks like we have to try and get the band back together,” Dana said, but none of them were sure how they were going to do it. They didn’t even know where four of them were.
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      Cody was in his bleak cell, his home for the past two years. He rarely spoke to anyone, and most people were too scared to talk to him. He stared at the ceiling. Not caring about the outside world was nice.

      “Five minutes until lights out,” a guard said as he walked by, then he stopped. Same routine as it had been for a long time. Same guard too. “Oh, sir, you have a visitor, too,” the guard said with some hesitation, maybe even fear in his voice. Cody narrowed his eyes. He hated when the guards talked to him, and they all knew it. “And they are coming now, here. Any idea who it is?”

      “No, sir,” the guard replied with a shaky voice. “They are coming in just after lights out. I don’t know anything more,” he said. Cody rolled his eyes.

      “Get out of here,” he replied, and the guard quickly walked away.

      A few seconds later, the lights clicked off, and he was alone in the dark. It didn’t last, as the light came right back on in his cell, as the guard said. He sat up and threw his legs over the bed.

      “You look good in orange, and the beard is a nice look too,” she said as she came into view. Cody wasn’t expecting this one. Erin, Dana maybe, but not her. Maggie was short, thin, and had short black hair. She also had eyes that were dull blue. Cody thought they looked gray. She was wearing a suit. Most Syndicate agents looked like this.

      “Yeah, they won’t let me shave but once every couple of months or so. Something about me not being allowed to have potential weapons after the razorblade incident,” he replied as the memories came back to him. He almost smiled.

      “Maggie, is that you? Of course, it’s you. You are the one who smiled when they threw me in here. How could I ever forget you?” he asked her sarcastically. She couldn’t look him in the eye and got straight to the point.

      “Three days ago, Blood Wraith attacked a facility on American soil. We, well, we tried to take him down and we—” He cut her off. “Obviously, you failed or you wouldn’t be here. Get to the point. Who do you think I am? I may have nothing but time in here, but I’d like to get to sleep if you don’t mind,” he was annoyed with her already. Maggie rolled her eyes, a dangerous move in front of the commander of the Delta Squad. These bars wouldn’t save her, and she knew it.

      “We, the world, got a message from 188, Mark, and Dawn. They appear to have joined forces, and we think they basically declared war on everyone or, at least, the new Delta Squad,” she said, afraid of even thinking about it.

      Cody thought about it for three seconds.

      “Well, you’d better stop wasting time with me. You’ve got battles to plan and stuff. Goodbye and good luck,” he replied, being clear that he wanted nothing to do with it.

      “Listen, Cody. The squad the world picked doesn’t have the experience or the power you five did. All of the enemies have one thing in common. They’ve all been beaten by the five of you,” she said, and Cody laughed. “Dawn, really? I haven’t heard that name since 2012,” Cody said and continued.

      “Do you really think I care what they do to you this time? We were chosen by the island. We were trained by the best in the world. We’ve proven ourselves with our own blood and endurance. How many times have we saved the world again, and where did we end up?” Cody said as he looked around. “Well, I ended up here. I’m sure the others are enjoying their life in hiding too. So, thanks for that. It really was what we deserved,” Cody said.

      “Cody, you are not safe here. They can find you in here and kill you. Wouldn’t you want to end it for some peace of mind?” she asked him, and Cody rolled his eyes.

      “I’m the commander. I’m never safe. Sometimes my own squad wants to kill me. If I wanted safe, I’d escape this dump and move to a warzone somewhere,” he said and laughed. Maggie narrowed her eyes. She decided that there was only one thing that was going to get him to act.

      “Cody, they have Erin. You know, your medic for however long. The one person in the world who would know exactly what your weaknesses are, studied your blood work, and knows all of your armor specs inside and out,” she said, and this got his attention.

      “We lost track of her a week before the Wraith incident. The mist that maniac used is something we haven’t seen before. A sample shows its nanotechnology. Cody, we need your help. You are the only one who might know where the others might be and surely the only one that can convince them to put an end to this,” she said and was too calm about it.

      Cody shook his head. Also, he couldn’t tell if she was lying or not.

      He thought about it. “Erin got taken, how?” he asked. He couldn’t believe that she was taken. “Teleportation, taken from her house,” Maggie said, and Cody shook his head in disbelief. There were several reasons that couldn’t have been true. Something didn’t sit right, and now that the Syndicate had sent its lap dog messenger here to him with an obvious lie, he decided to play along.

      Cody stood up and started toward the door.

      “Come on, Maggie. We don’t have any time to lose apparently,” he said as he walked out the door.

      “Don’t you even want to know?” Maggie asked him.

      “Know what?” he asked right back.

      “Well, how the new squad did,” she replied, and he put his hand on the cell door.

      “Well, if they had done anything other than win, I suspect that you wouldn’t be here. I can’t wait to meet them, too,” he said.

      She shook her head. “They’d be happy to meet you,” she replied.

      Cody pulled the cell door open. It was never locked. Maggie looked surprised.

      “What, I might need to go to the bathroom in the middle of the night or something. Not going to use what’s in here. We have an arrangement,” he said and stepped out. The two of them started to walk, Maggie didn’t bother thinking too much about any of this too much.

      “Cody, one more thing. The Shadow Stalker program was restarted in case we needed it. You killed the last one. So, we found a new one. This one isn’t insane. I’ll let you meet him once we get out of here,” Cody stopped when she said that.

      “Daniel was a monster. He deserved to die,” he said.

      “Insanity didn’t go with the program, but we didn’t know anything about it and still don’t. I don’t know what base the government raided to find that program but you people better be careful,” Cody replied as they walked down the hall.

      “I’m just a messenger, they figured that was something you should know is all,” she replied.

      “I’ll look for Wyatt first. I have a good idea of where he’ll be or could be,” he said, mostly to himself, trying to ignore what she told him. He almost couldn’t wait to see the look on his old team member’s face when he walked through the door. Almost.

      “I’m going to need a change of clothes,” Cody said.

      “Your armor isn’t here,” she replied.

      “What, no, I meant what I came here with,” he replied in a hurry.

      “They should be where you left them when you came in,” she replied.

      He rolled his eyes. “Yes, I am aware of where my old clothes are,” he replied as they turned a corner.

      “Why Wyatt first?” Maggie asked.

      “Two reasons. One, he’ll be the most agreeable to the situation and want to come back. Second, the others like him more than they like me. If I show up with him, they might be willing to help out,” he replied.

      “So, you morons made your own versions of the squad, the United Nations, anyway. And the bad guys want revenge for that? Seems kind of petty, doesn’t it?” Cody asked.

      “Yes, but you did beat all of them, broke their power, plans, armies, and everything else, yeah. They counted it as a win when Mark exposed you. When any version of the team returned, well, anger followed,” she said.

      “Well, at least someone thinks of me all the time,” Cody said and smiled as they got to the release desk. No one was here, and his clothes were folded in a neat stack in the center. “Weird,” he said as he walked to them. He picked up the shirt, unfolded it. It smelled old now, but the burn marks were still there.

      His mind flashed back to the battle. Two years might have passed by, but it still felt like yesterday holding the shirt. “This won’t take long, turn around,” he said. She rolled her eyes but turned around.

      Cody changed clothes quickly. “Alright, let’s get out of here,” he said, and she started to walk out the front door. This was something he was sure that he wouldn’t have done for many years from now. If ever, legally, but here they were.

      The two of them left, and there was a black, typical Syndicate style car. “You couldn’t have gotten something a little different?” Cody asked.

      “You can walk if you want to,” Maggie replied. Cody smiled as he got to the door and opened it.

      “Does something smell funny to you, besides me, I mean?” Cody asked as he opened it.

      Before she could answer, Cody knew what the smell was. He grabbed her and jumped away as the car exploded. He did the best he could to shield her from the blast as both of them flew through the air.

      Cody landed on the ground and rolled off of Maggie. He looked and she remained unharmed. “Welcome back,” he said to himself through a cough.

      His skin was charred, blackened, and blistered. His beard had been burned away. He turned to look at the burning wreck, sitting up. Through the smoke and the flames, he could see the outline of a figure clad in familiar black armor with a sniper rifle taking aim at him.

      “Too soon,” he said, and the Stalker fired. The bullet tore through Cody’s shoulder. His blood came out in a spray, and it knocked him back down to the ground. He waited for the headshot, but the second one never came. He didn’t understand why besides someone sending a message. If it were him pulling the trigger, he wouldn’t have wasted the chance.

      Cody could only lay there and bleed as emergency fire crews ran past him and quickly put fires out. He was already beginning to heal, but the pain wasn’t enough to make him pass out as long as he controlled his breathing.

      Maggie opened her eyes with a start. “What the hell was that?” she asked with a groan and started to check if she was in one piece.

      “I don’t know. I’d assume it was someone who didn’t like us much. That’s my first guess,” Cody replied.

      She looked over at him and it was easy to see he had been shot.

      “Black armored sniper, I think.  It looked like Dan used to. I think,” Cody said and was already feeling better. He sat up again.

      “It’s not Daniel. He’s dead. You killed him, remember?” she replied, and Cody remembered.

      “I need new clothes,” he said, changing the subject.

      “Yeah,” she replied and pulled herself off the ground to walk back toward the prison. “Wait here. I’ll be back,” she said as she left.

      Cody knew they’d need another car, so he started to look for one. He was healed. The pain was nothing more than a dull throb in his shoulder now, and his charred skin was flaking off.

      Maggie came walking back out with a folded blue uniform in her hands and threw the bundle to him. Cody caught it.

      “Blue, my favorite color,” he replied, and she ignored it.

      “Just put it on and I’ll call for another car,” she replied to him.

      Cody walked off to get changed, and Maggie pulled out her phone. She was surprised it wasn’t broken by the blast. She pushed a button. “Yeah, I’m not sure what happened, but we need another car, now,” she said. “Yes, he’s still alive and fine, even saved me from the explosion. I think we have a chance,” she said, then hung up the phone.

      Cody came back in the blue uniform. It was a little big on him, but he didn’t mind. “It’s perfect, and with a hundred percent less burns, war scars, and blood,” he said and smiled. She did too.

      Less than a half hour later, the two of them were on the road heading out into the night, only Cody knew where.

      “So, where do you think Wyatt is hiding out?” she asked him.

      “Wyatt will be where he’s always been. Trying to hide in plain sight. My guess is he’s at his sword school and he’s hoping no one notices,” Cody said as the two of them drove down the road.

      If he wasn’t there, Wyatt might be impossible to find. He didn’t want to tell her that.
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      Wyatt was facing opponents unlike any he’d ever had before. The sunlight was streaming through the window, and all was quiet. He narrowed his eyes and gripped the hilt of his blade tight. “Okay, don’t be scared. You got this,” he said to himself as his eyes darted from left to right, sizing the three of them up who stood in front of him.

      “Come and get me,” he shouted.

      They all came at him with expert form. Sure, they were all ten years old, but they were trained by the best teacher anyone could have hoped for. A year and a half of work was going to boil down to this.

      Wyatt was having fun. The students swung like they were supposed to, doing their best to land a strike on their teacher. He smiled. Wyatt looked like an easy target, but he moved as if he was made out of water. Seconds before they made contact, he would change directions and deflect the attacks away with a smooth strike.

      “You’ve got to move faster, don’t give up now,” he said and leapt backward, striking a pose that almost mocked them. Then, with the blade in his right hand, he motioned for them to attack.

      Wyatt hoped that when it came to war, this was as close as these kids ever got. The three of them spread out and surrounded him on three sides. “Oh, this one at a time stuff. You’ve been watching too many movies,” he said before they surprised him and ran forward at once.

      He could see the frustration growing in their eyes. He smiled, and when the one in the center jumped forward, Wyatt blocked it but pretended to fall backward.

      In seconds, the three of them were standing over him. “Do you give up?” the one on the right asked and held the blade close to Wyatt’s face.

      “Yeah, I, sure. I am beaten,” he replied.

      It was then the kids started cheering and retreated.

      Wyatt knew that they were good. He didn’t feel right doing things the way Blake would have. This was fine, and it made him feel good. He stood up and wiped the imaginary sweat off his brow. He was going to say something when he heard the front door open.

      He couldn’t believe who he saw walk inside. It should have been impossible.

      “Alright, I need to take this. You guys go cool down on the wall. And prepare for a demonstration I don’t think you’re going to forget,” he said. They were confused but did a quick bow and moved to the wall to start their cool down stretches for a few minutes.

      Wyatt walked over to the sword rack, pulled a wooden blade off of it, and threw it to Cody. He caught it.

      “Are we doing this?” Cody asked.

      “Yes,” Wyatt replied.

      “You know. I didn’t think you’d come back here. It was the first place I decided to look.” Cody said as he spun the blade in his hand.

      “Oh, you know. I figured nobody would bother me here. I have to admit. Didn’t think I’d be seeing you again, ever. If you’re here, things must be really messed up,” Wyatt replied and prepared for battle in front of kids who didn’t seem to know who he was, of all things.

      Cody shrugged. He wasn’t sure how bad things were yet.

      “So, this is how it is. Two years and the first thing you want to do is fight. You never change,” Cody said as he removed his shoes before stepping into the ring.

      “Yes,” Wyatt replied.

      Wyatt struck first. Gone was the peaceful demeanor of the instructor the students knew for all this time. Cody had only seconds to react and jumped back. Wyatt’s blade drew back, and he smiled slightly. Cody knew that Wyatt wasn’t going to go easy on him.

      He put the hilt of the wooden blade in his right hand and swung. It was sloppy and slow, but Wyatt took the bait anyway.

      The counterattack was straight up to meet the blade. Wyatt fully intended to knock Cody’s weapon away from him. At the last second, Cody pulled back and Wyatt missed, leaving himself wide open. He realized his mistake as Cody struck. Wyatt pulled his arms back just in time to block the blade mere inches from contact.

      Without missing a beat, he turned his blade to position it under Cody’s and pushed forward, sliding the blade up, holding the bottom of it right under Cody’s neck.

      “So, why are you here?” Wyatt asked, he already knew. “Oh, you know. I thought I’d drop by for coffee or something. You know, friendly conversation,” Cody said as he took a fast step back, then thrust his blade straight at Wyatt to try and take advantage of the opening.

      “Conversation, alright. I’ll ask you again. What are you doing here?” Wyatt asked as he blocked the attack. It was easy enough to slide the blade all the way down. In the same motion, Wyatt slammed his other fist into Cody’s face. It worked. He stumbled back on impact.

      “Alright. I admit. I’m here to put the Squad back together. We have a problem,” Cody said and regained his pose quickly. He ran forward to attack again.

      Wyatt would have blocked it, but the door opened again and Maggie walked through. He was distracted from the fight and was smashed in the face with the wooden blade, knocking him to the ground.

      “We can talk now?” Cody threw his blade to the side and turned to walk away. Wyatt stood up and motioned for the kids to leave.

      “Class dismissed and remember this lesson, kids. If you’re in a fight, use anything you can to win. Rules only exist in the ring, now get out of here,” he said and winked. It was their clue that their teacher lost on purpose. The three of them quickly picked up their stuff and walked out. Maggie held the door for them as they left.

      “Yeah, we can talk,” he said, “who’s she?” Wyatt asked, but didn’t look at her directly again. He didn’t trust Cody not to punch him or something. It would be like him to get even.

      “This is Maggie, the Syndicate’s watchdog. She’s here to make sure I do what I said I’d do, so what do you think?” Cody asked. “Hey, pretend like I’m not even here,” she replied. Wyatt shrugged.

      “Maybe we should stay out of this one. Think about it, the maniacs only came out of hiding once the world decided it wanted to play build a squad. They are not after us. I say we let the world deal with its own problems, this time,” Wyatt said and was content to let the world get what it deserved. Cody almost agreed.

      “According to the intelligence I got from the Syndicate, they have Erin held hostage,” Cody said in a flat tone.

      Wyatt heard this and had a blank stare. “So, you trusted them? Of all people, you trusted them at their word?” Wyatt asked, shocked after all of this he would take them at their word. “Yes, it was the only way I’d ever come looking for you, and on the off chance they are right,” Cody trailed off, then it occurred to him he didn’t see any proof.

      He wasn’t thinking clearly, then the attack distracted him enough to forget about the whole thing. He turned to Maggie.

      “Sword boy has a point. How do you know she’s in danger?” Cody asked. He knew she was lying the whole time but Wyatt didn’t know the whole story.

      Cody was doing his best to be angry but she shut him down and pulled out her phone. “Come here, both of you,” she said as she pushed some buttons to bring up a video feed.

      It was, according to the phone anyway, a live video feed. Erin was in a cell, sitting there. In the top right corner, there was a countdown in bright red numbers. It had a week left.

      “Shut it off, alright, I got the message. I don’t know how they would have captured her. I didn’t even know where she lived these days. You don’t think Emily started opening her mouth to the wrong people again?” Wyatt asked. “I doubt it,” Cody replied.

      “We all scattered, right? So, none of us would know where the other would be. You just happened to come back here. I always figured you might do that,” Cody said. Wyatt laughed a little.

      “Sure, I came back here. But apparently, we don’t have much time to find the others, and they are far less predictable than I am, at least I hope so,” Wyatt said and walked off to go get out of his white uniform he had on.

      “Be back in a minute,” he said. It was then the sirens of the city went off. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Cody said to himself.
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      Cody ran outside and it wasn’t long before the sound of fighter jets echoed through the air. He only had to look up. Familiar things were seen tearing through the sky, the old war planes of 188’s red army. He knew them well enough to know. Cody had a lot of questions but now wasn’t the time to ask them.

      “Damn. Wyatt, hurry up. We need to leave,” he called out. Wyatt was in the middle of getting changed when the roar of the jet engines tore through. “What in the hell?” he asked himself. “I thought we took care of this problem,” he mumbled to himself as he kept getting changed.

      Wyatt came out in his street clothes. “Who has Erin, again?” he asked as the jets passed overhead. “188, Mark and Dawn,” Maggie replied, and the blood drained out of Wyatt’s face. “You’re kidding me,” he replied.

      “No, didn’t you see their trademark worldwide message the other day?” Maggie asked. She knew Cody might not have but Wyatt should have. Cody and Wyatt both looked at one another. It was obvious by the look on their faces neither of them had. “Wyatt, do you have a television?” Cody asked. “Yes, follow me,” he replied and they followed him into his office. Wyatt turned on the television. There was a newscaster on the screen in an obvious state of confusion and panic.

      “The skies over Providence have erupted with the jets of the red army moments ago and the attack is underway as I speak. The military is--” Wyatt shut it off. He heard all he needed to. “Let’s go find the others,” he said, but a chill was running down his spine.

      The three of them left the building and people were already running down the street. Wyatt was having flashbacks to the first time this happened and couldn’t believe the country was caught off guard again.

      “Where are the rookies, shouldn’t they be doing something about this?” Maggie asked. Cody shook his head. “I don’t know what the rules are, but when we did it, we didn’t fight the war. We went after the source of the problem. We’re on our own, let’s go,” Cody replied and Wyatt shrugged.

      “Yeah, that’s pretty much how it was,” Wyatt agreed as they rushed to the car and got inside. Maggie got in the driver’s seat, Wyatt in the back seat. She pulled onto the street and started to drive.

      “Don’t hit anyone, you don’t want to ruin the car,” Cody said as she accelerated. “I’m sure they’ll move, maybe,” Maggie replied as she blared on the horn.

      Wyatt watched as a missile shot out of the sky and collided with a building behind them. The structure burst into flames. The debris crashed into the street and the people underneath it. Wyatt watched it all happen, but the scene disappeared as she turned a corner.

      “We need to drive faster,” Wyatt said, trying not to think about what he saw and turned around.

      “I’m working on it. It’s a nightmare out here,” Maggie said. Driving on the side streets, everything was tough. Driving on the main roads in a situation like this was going to be impossible to escape the attack. She wasn’t going to give in to despair yet.

      “I liked that school,” Wyatt said to himself. He saw an explosion from the direction they came and could only assume the worst. He thought about his students, the people he knew. His whole shell of a life was being burned to nothing by the second. He looked away from the window and down at his hands. Wyatt could feel his rage building.

      If anyone had bothered to turn and look at him right now, they would have noticed a tiny red light in the center of his eyes.

      Getting out of the city was the most important thing, but it would soon prove to be impossible. An explosion happened right in front of them and the road was torn to pieces. Maggie didn’t have much time to react and slammed on the brakes. The car slid to the side and the three of them held on, but she used it well and was able to stop the car. The wave of fire washed over the car and the shockwave knocked it to its side, shattering all the windows.

      “Is everyone alright?” Maggie asked.

      “I’m fine, let’s get out of here,” Cody replied and began to pull himself out of a broken window. Wyatt had a large shard of glass sticking out of his chest.

      “No,” he managed to say with what little breath he had left in him.

      Maggie twisted herself around to see the bloody mess. “Damn it,” she said and reached down and put the palms of her hands against the glass as hard as she could and pulled the glass out. She tossed it to the side. Wyatt grit his teeth, but a few seconds later Maggie watched the long wound close. Wyatt took a sigh of relief.

      “How do you guys do that?” Maggie asked. “It’s just a kind of magic. The car’s on fire. Can we get out of here now?” Wyatt asked and Maggie didn’t bother looking to see if the fire was real or not. The two of them escaped the burning car through their closest shattered windows and made their way to Cody who was waiting for them on the sidewalk.

      “Thanks for the help,” Wyatt said, still in pain.

      “I figured you’d be fine. You had her to look after you. What could have gone wrong?” Cody replied and continued. “Come on, let’s get out of here before we get blown up and maybe get Wyatt a new shirt,” he finished.

      Wyatt looked down. His green shirt was mostly red now. “Yeah, but I’ll blend in with my new ‘injured bystander in a warzone’ look with this. No sense in changing it now,” he replied.

      “Come on, we need to find another way out of here,” Maggie said. Cody rolled his eyes, turned, and started walking in a direction that he hoped was away from the advancing forces.

      Maggie had never walked through a warzone before. Every time something exploded in the distance, she jumped a little. “Relax,” Cody said as they walked. “Easy for you to say,” she replied and Wyatt laughed.

      “It’s always easy to say. Doing it takes more practice,” Wyatt said. As he did, there was a new sound coming from the other side of the buildings they were walking beside. “Do you hear that?” Wyatt asked.

      “Yeah, it sounds like power armor, old, creaky power armor,” Cody replied and continued. “Let’s go check it out,” he said. “That sounds like the worst idea,” Maggie replied.

      “You’ll learn that most of his ideas are bad,” Wyatt replied. “With that being said, let’s go.”

      The three of them walked to the next street and took a left towards the mechanical sounds. It was about then the sounds of gunfire broke out and the three of them put their backs against the wall.

      “Those weapons, they aren’t ours,” Cody said and realized that the ground forces of the enemy had arrived. “What do we do now?” Maggie asked. Cody thought about it. “I think we need to get out of here,” Cody said, but still the sound of the machine thing was there behind all the racket.

      Wyatt was closest to the corner. He turned and looked to see what the enemy was shooting at.

      “That’s not possible, is it?” Wyatt asked himself.

      “What’s not possible? What are you talking about?” Cody asked him. Wyatt didn’t answer and he turned the corner, right into the way of gunfire. “Oh, come on, now’s not the time to be stupid,” Cody said.

      “I don’t know what he’s doing, but this is normal for him. We better go see what’s got him so riled up this time,” Cody replied and Maggie shook her head. “I don’t have a healing factor like you do. I’ll die if I go out there,” she replied in a hurry. “Fine, I guess you can stay here,” Cody replied, took a deep breath and turned the corner.
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      Wyatt looked and saw that despite all the time that had passed, the tactics of the Red Army hadn’t changed. There were only about ten soldiers shooting badly in his direction. “Scared people are the same everywhere,” he said to himself, but that wasn’t who he was interested in. It was the one they were shooting at that had his attention.

      A suit of black and gold armor was running into the firefight, but in his left hand was a sword. Not any sword. It was Wyatt’s sword. The one he thought was lost forever and now he wanted it back.

      Wyatt looked on the ground and picked up a long piece of metal. It was still hot enough to burn him, but he ignored the pain as the damage was healing as fast. He knew nothing of this imposter, but they were sloppy.

      He swung the blade as if it were a baseball bat held by a child, at least to Wyatt. The enemy soldiers were shooting at him, and as they did, the armored person stopped their attack. “Damn rookies,” Wyatt said to himself, took a deep breath, and ran forward as fast as he could.

      The enemy soldiers, if you could call them that, were focused on the one with power armor, doing their best to hit him. The bullets slammed against the black metal and bounced off. “Listen, if you leave now, you will be spared,” the man in the armor said. Wyatt heard this and was disgusted with the approach.

      “No,” he said as he ran past him. “Sir, wait, what are you doing?” the one in the armor asked in a panic, reaching out to try and stop him but was too slow.

      Wyatt jumped into the battle and thrust the end of his metal rod through the first soldier’s neck. The blood sprayed from the wound as the man fell to the ground. “You never should have come back here,” Wyatt said in a low voice. He grabbed the soldier’s weapon and pointed it at the others. Before anyone knew what was going on, Wyatt pulled the trigger and shot the remaining enemy forces dead where they stood. All but one.

      A man had fallen to the street, trying to get away, and Wyatt narrowed his eyes at him. “None of you should have ever come back here,” he said again. All the anger and frustration came out at once. He was so sick of these people.

      “Don’t kill him, you’ve won and—” Wyatt didn’t listen. He pointed his weapon at the red-eyed enemy and pulled the trigger. A quick burst of gunfire and it was over. Wyatt stood there among the dead, covered in blood, his own and the enemy’s. He swallowed, turned to look at the one in power armor.

      “I know you, well. I know who you are at least. I read your file,” the man said to Wyatt. He didn’t care. There was only one thing he wanted.

      “Alright, whatever. Give me the blade and you won’t get hurt,” Wyatt said and looked at him. “I’m sorry but I can’t. You’re not supposed to be here. Your time is over,” he replied, and Wyatt shook his head. “Then I guess I’m going to have to hurt you,” he replied as he turned to face his so-called replacement.

      Hell Razor’s blade was pointed at Wyatt. “You’ve had your day. I have a job to do, so get out of the way,” he replied. “I want my sword back. I’m not leaving until I get it,” Wyatt replied. The new squad member didn’t have a choice. Wyatt was another enemy that needed to be put down. Wyatt looked at that blade and knew that it was his. He earned it, fought with it. It didn’t belong in the hands of another, not while he was alive anyway.

      The imposter with the blade ran at Wyatt with the intent to kill him in one attack. Wyatt smiled. He almost thought about trying to block it but knew that would have meant defeat. The blade would have sliced through him and anything he attempted to block it with. It was right then that he came to his senses and realized how much of an unwinnable situation he was in right now.

      Wyatt waited to the last second, then he dodged to the left. At the same time, he sent a left hook to the armored head. The attack connected like Wyatt planned, but the only thing he accomplished was breaking his hand on impact. The bones snapped and Wyatt immediately drew back, holding his hand in pain. “Power armor isn’t fair,” he said as he extended his fingers. The bones healed, snapping back into place as he did so. “You’re one to talk about things being fair. Now, last chance. Either leave or I cut you into so many pieces that there won’t be enough left to heal,” he said. Wyatt knew that was a distinct possibility right now.

      Then a new sound filled the sky. The sound of warplanes. It was enough to get them both to look up. “Damn it, we need to leave, now,” Wyatt said. “No really, you think so?” the other said seconds before the buildings above them exploded with bright orange fire.

      The debris was falling, and Wyatt had a thought. “What do they call you?” he asked. “What, now you want to know that? Tidal Dragon,” he replied.

      “I like it, but I will be back for that sword,” Wyatt replied, then took off running in the direction he came from and made it around the corner, avoiding the burning rubble as it hit the street. Wyatt didn’t bother looking back and saw that the other two had long since started running.

      “Wyatt, what were you thinking?” Cody asked him as Wyatt caught up. “I want my weapon back. I guess I wasn’t thinking. I hit that guy full force and he didn’t even flinch. His power armor couldn’t be that strong, could it?” Wyatt asked. “Well, it is power armor, so I imagine it’s got some, you know, strength to it,” Cody replied, the only thing that came to mind. It seemed obvious to him. Wyatt must have overestimated his own strength.

      Wyatt grunted in response. “That armor looked more like spandex than anything,” Wyatt replied. Cody was annoyed, was about to reply.

      Maggie interrupted before Cody could say anything.

      “Yeah, about that. All of the new Delta Squad members are enhanced with BOBO genetic material according to information we’ve intercepted,” Maggie said. There was nothing but silence as the two of them heard it.

      “You do realize that every encounter we’ve had with that name has turned out bad, right? I think we’ll live to regret that choice,” Wyatt said. Cody didn’t need to add to any of that. Something else was distracting him.

      “We’ll deal with that later. Right now, we need to get out of the city,” Wyatt said, and Maggie looked ahead. There was a black SUV there on the street, the owner was on the ground next to the thing, dead. His head was crushed by rubble.

      “That’ll do,” Maggie said as the three of them walked towards it. “I suppose it will,” Wyatt replied. He wasn’t above stealing. It was too bad it had to be from the dead. The keys lay on the street in a pool of blood, reflecting dull light. Maggie walked to them, picked them up. “Get in, we’re leaving,” she said, unfazed by the sight.

      Wyatt noticed that Cody was not being himself, not since the second they met. “Are you alright?” Wyatt asked him. Cody took a breath. “I don’t know. I was shot by a sniper earlier. The wound healed but, I don’t know, it’s weird,” Cody replied, and Wyatt didn’t like what he was hearing. “Well, keep me posted,” he replied, and Cody nodded.

      The two of them made their way to the car. “I’ll take the back,” Cody said, opening the door. Thankfully, it was empty. Cody got inside and shut the door. As soon as he sat down, he realized how tired he was.

      “You can get us out of here, right?” Cody asked. “I’ll do my best,” Maggie replied as she started the engine. “Half a tank, it should be enough to get us out of here. Hopefully we don’t run into any of the red eyes on the way,” she said and started to drive down the empty road. “If we do, we’ll have to kill them,” Wyatt replied. Maggie hoped that she could avoid them. On the other hand, she had no idea where they were going next, and these two didn’t have any helpful suggestions.

      Cody leaned back into the seat. The dull pain from his closed wound had not faded, and now that they had calmed down, it felt like it was getting worse. He knew something wasn’t right but wasn’t sure what it was. The sniper’s bullet had to have had something on it, something toxic. He knew that if he said something right now, they’d stop and worry about him.

      For now, he’d keep quiet. “I’m going to take a nap. If we get attacked, wake me up before we die,” Cody said. “You got it,” Wyatt replied. He knew all too well Cody didn’t want to say anything to the driver and cause a panic. He hoped that the commander wasn’t going to die in his sleep or something like that.

      He only closed his eyes for a second. A chill went through him, and he woke up with a start. He glanced at the digital clock on the dash, and it was flashing twelve in a bright green light. He looked outside, and all he saw for as far as he could see was a sea of bodies in various uniforms, and farther back behind them, walls of bright green fire that reached as high as he could see. “What in the hell?” Cody asked himself.

      He could hear the other two talking, but their words were muffled and didn’t match the movement of their mouths. It was as if there was a message in all of this, and he wasn’t getting it. Cody looked in the rearview mirror. Wyatt’s eyes were deep red and glowing. None of this made any sense, then Wyatt glanced at Cody. Nothing about it was friendly.

      He opened his eyes again and was in a cold sweat and still sore. It had only been an hour, but they had made it out of the city. “No attacks, good,” Cody said. “No, some close calls, but nothing too bad,” Wyatt replied, keeping his eyes locked on the road.

      “Only because I know how to not drive into gunfire,” Maggie replied. “Yeah, I suppose that’s true,” he replied.

      “Wyatt, where would Dustin be? I think we should look for him next,” Maggie asked. Wyatt thought about it for a second.

      “Where he usually is,” Wyatt replied.

      Cody knew where his bar was, but they were far away from it. “He’s at Sparky’s. It’s a couple of days from here. We should hurry,” Cody said and held his right hand. It was trembling now all on its own. He held his breath and got control back, squeezing his fist a couple of times.

      “Are you alright?” Maggie asked him.

      “I don’t know. Dustin’s bar is in Louisiana, outside of New Orleans. We have a long drive ahead of us, but I don’t think the traffic laws are going to be working right now, so go as fast as you can,” Cody said.

      She shook her head. “Alright, I don’t know what’s up with you, but if you die on the way there, I will be really disappointed,” Maggie said to him, worried.

      “I’m not lucky enough to die. Suffering, on the other hand,” Cody said and trailed off as he looked out the side window. Something exploded in the distance behind them. He looked in the sky and saw fighter jets flying towards the city.

      “At least they are fighting back this time,” Cody said to himself.

      “Hey, give me your phone,” Wyatt said, and Maggie looked at him. “Why?” she asked. “I’m going to call Sparky’s and see if Dustin’s there,” he replied. She reached in her vest pocket with her left hand and handed it to him. “I sure hope the service is still working,” Wyatt said to himself and started to search. “Success,” he said, and in a few minutes, he was searching for the address. “I thought you said you were going to call him,” she said.

      “Changed my mind. If we call him, he might run. I know where the place is now we can just roll on up,” Wyatt replied and handed the phone back.
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      The drive was long across the country, but Cody was right. The attack on the country had cancelled the laws of the road.

      It was now midnight. Wyatt was driving, and Cody was in the passenger seat, controlling his breathing. Wyatt had been driving for the past eight hours and hadn’t slept since they got out of Providence or shown any sign of being tired at all. Normally Cody would be the same, but it was clear now that he wasn’t well. He was feverish, shaky, and sweating.

      “You’re not getting any better. I think we need to get you looked at,” Wyatt said. “Anything that can do this to us, no doctor is going to be able to fix me. We get Dustin,” Cody replied to him with labored breaths.

      “Fine,” Wyatt said, annoyed but for now would stick with the plan.

      Wyatt turned a corner, and there it was. Sparky’s, a bar that was packed. There were cars all over the place, but there was no order to any of it. People were drinking around barrels of fire, drinking straight out of bottles.

      “This is the biggest party I’ve ever seen,” Wyatt said as he pulled the SUV to a stop and shut it off. “A party like it’s the end of the world. Come on, if Dustin is here, he’ll be in the middle of this disaster,” Cody said and opened the door. As he did, he almost fell out. Cody grabbed the door and steadied himself.

      “Are you going to be alright?” Wyatt asked as Cody stood up. “Yes, no, I don’t know. Let’s get this over with,” he replied and shut the door. Wyatt inspected the key ring and pushed the lock button after he shut the door. “Don’t forget where we parked,” Cody replied with a faint smile.

      “Don’t worry. If we forget, we can always take one of the other cars and get out of here,” Wyatt replied to him, and the two of them began to make their way through the maze of cars and people towards the bar in the center of the chaos.

      Sparky’s looked as if the building had been here forever. The wood on the outside was in desperate need of a paint job, the neon sign looked as if it was thirty years old as it flashed the name of the bar in bright orange every so often, as if it was shorting out rather than flashing in some kind of pattern. Classic rock was blaring loud enough to be heard through the walls. The crowd of people paid them no attention. It was dark, a haze of smoke hung low in the air.

      The two of them knew that this was Dustin’s version of heaven right now and walked inside, avoiding people with ease.

      The place was a mess of people. It was hard to see anyone with the low lighting of the place. “I don’t see him anywhere,” Wyatt said. The place was bigger on the inside than the outside suggested it might have been. “You don’t say. We’ve only been here five seconds. Keep looking,” Cody said, annoyed. “Right, we’ll split up. Cover more ground that way,” Wyatt said, and before Cody could reply, he had already blended in with the crowd to search.

      Cody shook his head. The noise, the smoke, and all the people were making him feel worse than ever. He took a deep breath and looked straight up.

      Something behind the light crawled across the ceiling. He couldn’t make out what it was. It had the outline of a human. Cody watched as the thing shook its head. With that same action, the phantom thing melted into the ceiling. Either he was seeing things that weren’t there, or this place was haunted. Cody could believe both things right now. Nobody else seemed to notice the event, and he wasn’t about to draw attention to it or himself.

      He looked to his left and saw an empty chair. It seemed impossible with all the people that were here, but Cody stumbled his way towards it. People quickly got out of the way. Cody figured he must have looked exactly the way he felt right now. The second he sat down he felt a little better. Walking around was doing him no favors. He didn’t see anyone who appeared to recognize him. Cody was wishing he had stayed in the car.

      Wyatt looked through the crowd. Dustin was nowhere to be seen. He almost started to think he wasn’t here at all. Surely someone like him would have done something to be the center of attention in a place like this. Then the announcement system made a strange sound as it came to life.

      “Thank you all for coming out. We here at Sparky’s are glad to see that the recent attacks haven’t driven you into hiding,” a voice said through the speaker. A voice Wyatt recognized.

      “Tonight is special, people. We have a battle as usual. Tonight, we have a very special event planned. Tonight, the owner will go up against three of the district champions at the same time. Please bring your attention to the center ring. The winners, if they win, get free drinks for life here at Sparky’s, or at least as long as the booze keeps flowing and this place keeps standing,” her disembodied voice came from above, and everyone began to cheer and separate. The over all mood began to change.

      Wyatt watched as the crowd began to move and form a ring in the center of the floor. Wyatt was sure he knew what was coming up. He needed to get to the front of that arena. He pushed his way through the crowd and made it.

      “I have three thousand dollars on the owner. He’s going to win,” a random man said to Wyatt. “Yeah, you come here often?” Wyatt asked. “You bet, every week. This is the best place for some action,” he replied, and Wyatt nodded as three people made their way to the ring. Wyatt looked across the ring and saw that Cody had made his way to the opposite side. He looked as if he was about ready to drop dead from here. This made him worry.

      They watched as three modern gladiators moved through the sea of people from the outer edges. The three of them were fighters, all ex-military to be sure. They were strong, solid, and tall men. They had old scars on their arms, and none of them were talking to one another. To Wyatt, it was clear that the three of them had always intended to fight one another for some kind of prize. Working together was something new.

      They reminded Wyatt of barbarians of a bygone age from old stories he used to read as a kid. They made their way to the ring, yet the challenger hadn’t arrived.

      Thinking this was a sign of fear, and there were a great many who would be scared to enter the ring at this point.

      “It looks like the owner is too afraid to show up. Do we all get the prize?” the fighter in the middle said to the crowd. “I think we win by default. A good day to be us,” the one on the left said and looked around at the people. “A show was promised, so I guess if the owner doesn’t show up, we stick with plan A,” the one on the right said and took a step back, ready for anything. This truce wasn’t going to last long.

      The lights turned off the second the man finished talking. Everybody was silenced at the same time. This could have been part of the show, or it could have been part of an enemy military raid. Everyone waited to see what would happen. Wyatt could feel the tension building by the second. He was thinking this was the moment before an attack was coming and they were all about to have a very bad night.

      The lights came back on, and Dustin was standing in the middle of the ring in normal street clothes. Nothing you’d wear to a fight like this.

      “The undefeated champion of the circuit now faces his greatest challenge yet. All bets are final,” she said over the speakers, and the crowd started to cheer. Wyatt rolled his eyes at all this theater and wondered if Dustin had noticed him yet standing in the crowd.

      Neither of them figured that Dustin would be into any of this stuff. Two years really must have changed a person. Dustin smiled, looked up at his three challengers, and raised his arms to the crowd, and they raised their cheers to new levels. Dustin looked around at his adoring fans, and he looked happy. Dustin usually only had two moods: drunk or depressed. But now, he was happy.

      “The match starts now!” the woman said, and the crowd cheered as the three men closed in on their prey. They appeared as if they intended to kill him. They spread out and prepared to attack him all at once from all sides.

      He allowed the others to surround him. “That’s right, boys, free drinks for the rest of your life if you can take me down,” he said and smiled, his eyes turning dark as if a switch inside him flipped. Wyatt knew what was coming next.

      The left punch from behind was sidestepped at the last second. Dustin spun around with a half-turn kick to the stomach of the man. The force behind that one attack was more than enough to knock the challenger straight back and off his feet. It was clear that the man hadn’t ever been hit that hard by the look in his eyes as he hit the ground

      Everyone heard a bone break on impact. Dustin hadn’t moved from this spot. He looked at the other two and smiled. The crowd went insane with this one move. To Cody and Wyatt, it was clear he had been practicing a lot since Washington. Wyatt was almost impressed, and Cody was too busy watching to let his pain bother him right now.

      The other two saw the force behind that attack and were surprised. They saw this kind of power in fights before but had always assumed that his opponents had rigged the system somehow or were that weak.

      “Are you two going to stand there all day? You should come over here so I can make you taste the floor. If I have to come to you, I’m going to be pissed,” Dustin said but still didn’t move.

      The crowd reacted as they were supposed to. The fighters knew that attacking might be a bad idea, and they decided not to advance. Dustin grew annoyed.

      “This is it? The best in the regions come to face me and they are afraid. Okay, I’ll come to you,” he said and sprang to life with a fury few ever truly got to see and live. The first fighter was quick and tried to block one of the incoming fists. He blocked it but underestimated the power behind the attack, and it took him off balance.

      The other fist had speed behind it and was smashed into the other challenger’s head. With a loud crack and a spurt of blood, the man went down. The last one standing regained his balance and figured he could win, that he was better for some reason.

      The attack was perfect, a once-in-a-lifetime event. Dustin turned to face his last enemy only to get hit in the face and knocked to the ground. Wyatt and Cody laughed to themselves. This event stunned the crowd into silence.

      Dustin shook his head and got back up. That is when he saw Cody at the edge of the crowd. He didn’t have to wonder why he was here.

      He then noticed the reaction of the crowd. They were watching. An attack was coming from behind. Dustin didn’t see, he felt it.

      Dustin spun around and went right for the attack. Moving at the last second to the side and sending his right fist into the jaw of the enemy in the form of an uppercut, he took the last fighter off of his feet and knocked him out cold before he hit the floor. He and the crowd watched the man hit the floor, then they cheered just like before. Dustin didn’t feel the need to celebrate.

      “This match is over, people. There is a fifty-dollar tab to anyone who removes the trash from my floor,” he said and started to walk towards Cody as the crowd dispersed.

      He shook his head and began to make his way toward his former teammate. “Nice show, why’d you take so long?” Cody asked him as he approached. “Oh, you know how it is. You got to make it look good. What are you doing here?” Dustin asked him. Maybe he was wrong.

      Maybe it was a social visit after all and they let him out of prison. It was a nice thought. Now that he got closer to him, he could see that the commander wasn’t doing so well. Being sick wasn’t a thing with them, so Dustin wondered what was going on.

      Cody took a deep breath. “War. We barely got out of the last place alive. Old friends decided they wanted to take a ride in the way-back machine and relive the glory days. All the usual suspects are in attendance. Of course, to make matters better, they have Erin as a hostage. Of course it’s a trap.” Wyatt said as he approached. Dustin looked confused. Cody didn’t like being interrupted but right now didn’t feel like talking.

      “Impossible. Erin was just on the phone not more than three hours ago. We’ve kind of kept in touch from time to time,” Dustin replied. “I know, the Syndicate watchdog doesn’t know what we do. I’m just playing along,” Cody replied and continued. “Do you think I wanted to stay in jail forever?” he asked and Dustin shrugged. “I kind of thought if you wanted out you would have been out by now, and what do you mean watchdog?” Dustin changed the subject mid-sentence.

      Wyatt looked up and over his shoulder. “Her, the one who looks like she’d rather be anywhere else,” he said as he looked at Maggie who had kept her distance for now, but was approaching.

      Maggie made her way to the three of them and started to talk. Cody beat her to it.

      “Listen. I don’t know what your game is, but we won’t be playing it anymore. We know you’ve been lying to us since the beginning,” Cody said.

      “Alright, she’s fine. We figure none of you would be willing to do this without your commander on board first. We figured this would be the best way to get the team back together. We need your help. I don’t think we live through this without it,” she said.

      Dustin sighed as she talked. “You know, dramatic speech aside, the Syndicate really screwed us all over when they disbanded the team after everything. You already have a new squad. You don’t need us anymore. Use them,” Dustin replied with anger. The lady behind the bar took notice for a second, then went back to finishing up her work. Maggie looked away.

      “Yes. I remember, we all do. Listen to reason, will you? You five are the best chance we have at stopping this threat before it, well, gets any worse. The attack has started, and we can defend ourselves but not forever. They have joined forces against us and we, the world, won’t last for too long. We need a fighting chance. We need you back,” she pleaded with them.

      Cody knew it was true. The more ambitious forces of the world had been roused to war because they saw the new squad as a violation or betrayal of some kind. Who knew what was going through their heads? They were insane, he supposed it didn’t matter.

      “All you had to do was ask, you know. Sure, I might have put you through the ringer a few times, but eventually I’d have to do something. After all, I’m the good guy, right?” the commander asked weakly as something strange happened.

      He looked at his hands, and blood was seeping from both of them. As if the skin was dissolving, he felt dizzy and collapsed. Wyatt reached down to help. “Hey, whatever he has might be contagious, are you sure you want to touch him?” Dustin asked. “Yeah, if it was, I think I’d be sick by now, and I’m fine. Help me out,” Wyatt replied. “Come on. I have a room in the back we can put him,” Dustin replied.

      The two of them reached down and picked him up. Cody wasn’t awake. “Come on, this way,” Dustin said, and the two of them started to drag their commander across the bar floor.

      “Call Erin. We are going to need her help with this one,” Wyatt said to Dustin. “I will when we get him out of here,” Dustin replied. Cody felt hot, more than a fever, but as if he was starting to boil on the inside.

      Maggie felt as if the situation she was trying to contain was beginning to spin out of control. “It’s the brown door over there, open it,” Dustin said. Maggie rushed to it and opened the door seconds before the three of them went into the room. It wasn’t anything fancy, but there was a brown couch along the wall. Wyatt and Dustin put Cody on the couch. “Alright, I’ll call now,” Dustin said. “Don’t say it, just do it,” Maggie said as she closed the door behind them. Dustin rolled his eyes.

      Dustin pulled out the phone and dialed. “It’s me,” Dustin said, “Are you close?” he asked and waited. “Good. Cody’s sick, and I think he’s about to start on fire. Literally,” Dustin said.

      “Alright, see you soon,” he said and hung up. “She’ll be here in about twenty minutes. I’ll get this place closed down in the meantime,” Dustin said and walked out of the room.
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      The Sparky’s had emptied out in a hurry. All that remained was the smoke hanging in the air, the music, and memories. Erin opened the front door. She was wearing a black T-shirt and a pair of blue jeans. She was carrying a bright red bag over her shoulder, hanging with a black strap. “Where are they?” she asked the woman behind the bar, who in turn sized her up. “Back room,” she replied and pointed towards the door. Without missing a beat, Erin made her way to the door and opened it.

      “What the hell happened this time?” she asked as the three of them moved away. “A sniper shot him as we left the prison,” Maggie said, and Erin closed her eyes. “And you didn’t report it?” she asked right away.

      “It was insane. Sorry, but I forgot. Besides, he seemed okay,” Maggie replied, not knowing what else to say. “Nothing to be done about it now. Let me look at him,” Erin replied, set the bag on the floor, and Maggie backed off. She could feel Wyatt’s eyes burning a hole through the back of her head but didn’t turn around.

      She pulled a long syringe out of her bag and stuck Cody with the needle deep into his forearm. She drew the blood, and the syringe began to light up. “It’s scanning. We can’t fix him if we don’t know what’s wrong,” she said, annoyed at all the explaining she had to do.

      “So, captured, this was the plan you came up with?” Wyatt asked. “It was a stupid plan, but Heath figured you wouldn’t consider coming back if there wasn’t a reason,” she replied. “I think Mark and Jake and whoever else came with them would have done the trick. You could have just asked,” Wyatt replied.

      “Yeah. We were literally on the phone almost the whole time. Why did you make up such a bad plan?” Dustin asked. “Shut up, Dustin,” Erin replied, and he rolled his eyes.

      The silver syringe started to beep, reminding Wyatt of the sound of a microwave finishing. Erin looked at the readout, then back at Cody. “Damn,” she said and lowered the vial.

      “This is a nanite infestation. We were working on something like it before, well, you know. It would have killed him hours ago if it weren’t for the healing factor. As it stands now, it’s just a super advanced torture device. It will keep eating away at him as fast as he can recover. The only cure I can think of right now is Cody’s nanite armor,” Erin said and lowered the blood-filled syringe.

      “It will clear out the invading ones, but we have to move fast. While the body can live through this and clear them out in a few days, the pain endured by the mind alone will eventually prove to be too much. It’ll make him go insane, basically. I believe that was the intention all along,” Erin finished her depressing news. “Just another secret Emily must have let go,” Dustin said to himself in disgust.

      Wyatt sighed. “Fine. The problem is we put all of our armor in Xy base, with a DNA lock. We all have to be present to get it out. All four of us. So, in order to get our weapons back, we need the rest of the team. Dustin, you’re coming with me. Erin, if this syndicate dog even seems like she’s planning another betrayal, kill her. Stay with Cody until we get back,” Wyatt said. “Dog, what is it with you people and dogs?” Maggie asked.

      Erin shrugged. “Go, there isn’t much time. I can handle myself, but we’ll be fine. I can take care of myself, and I can slow the nano virus down, but not forever. Hurry,” she replied.

      Dustin looked to the door. “There is a bunker underneath this place. If the enemy gets here before we get back, go there and hope for the best. Rachel will show you the way,” Dustin said. “Rachel, you mean, you mean she’s—” Erin started, and Dustin smiled. “Yeah, so be nice,” he said, and Wyatt opened the door. “Let’s go,” he said. The two of them walked out.

      “If things get hot around here, make sure to get the three of them to the bunker. Please don’t leave them in there,” Dustin said to her. She shook her head. “Yeah, don’t worry about it, be careful,” she replied. Dustin nodded, then the two of them walked out of the bar and shut the door behind them.

      The outside of the bar was still crowded with people. “How in the hell are we getting out of here?” Wyatt asked. “Follow me, I have an idea,” Dustin said and walked forward. Wyatt wasn’t sure about this idea but was sure it was going to end up being something stupid.

      Dustin pulled out the keys from his left pocket and pushed the red button on the side. A fancy SUV started up in front of them. Black tinted windows and shiny with chrome rims but no brand labels on it anywhere. “Really?” Wyatt asked.

      “I took a little parting gift from the Syndicate. I was sure they wouldn’t mind. I’m driving,” Dustin said as he walked around to the back and opened the door. Dustin picked up two black rifles from the back seat. “Time to break this party up,” Dustin said and closed the door with his foot. Then he started shooting both of them into the air in random directions. Wyatt winced at the noise. The sound of gunfire did the job. The people’s mood turned from a party to sheer terror, and they started to run. “See, works every time,” Dustin said with a smile.

      “Come on, let’s go,” Wyatt said, and opened the passenger door. “Put these in the back,” Dustin said and threw the rifles to him. Wyatt caught them and threw them over the seat as he got inside. Dustin got inside a few seconds later, and he put his keys away. The SUV started all on its own, and Dustin started to drive.

      “Any idea where we are going?” Dustin asked, and Wyatt shrugged. “I have no idea,” Wyatt replied. “Well, great. I am so glad we have a plan.”

      “Blake never really recovered. After we put the armor away, he only said one word, Wyatt. Do you remember what that word was?” Dustin asked, never taking his eyes off the road.

      “He said hunter. I remember it like it was yesterday, but how does that help us now?” Wyatt asked. They both knew the search would be difficult. Blake could be anywhere.

      Wyatt opened up the onboard computer and accessed the internet with a touch of a button. “First, I’m surprised that this still works. Second, I have an idea,” Wyatt said and started to type on the small screen.

      “That makes sense. Of course, he’d do that,” Wyatt said to himself after a few minutes of searching. “You found something?” Dustin asked, but Wyatt wouldn’t respond right away. There were a few more seconds of silence.

      “Alright already, talk,” Dustin demanded. Wyatt shook his head. “I looked up urban legend and hunter and only came up with one match. Check this out,” Wyatt said and began to read what was on the screen.

      “Two years ago, people started seeing their local legend in the wilderness around them called ’The vengeful one’ This time, it’s apparently been responsible for a whole lot of bodies. Usually against the criminal element,” Wyatt looked up. “Usually?” Dustin asked.

      “No one’s perfect I guess,” Wyatt guessed.

      “We are going south from here. Straight into a goddamned swamp.” Dustin shook his head. “No way, that can’t be right,” Dustin replied. The swamp was never his idea of a good time.

      “Listen, there have been reports of people being killed by gunshots, but nobody was ever seen nearby. It’s got to be him. He’s become the hunter. We can be there by tomorrow afternoon if we don’t run into any trouble,” Wyatt said and almost smiled as he put the phone down.

      “Does this location have a name, or do I keep driving south until you say stop?” Dustin asked him.

      “Morgan City, I guess. The legend is an old ghost story, a regional thing. If it weren’t for all the bodies they found in the swamp, I don’t think I would have found anything at all on the net,” Wyatt replied and continued. “I don’t know what kind of state of mind he’s in, but if he’s been in isolation for two years, well, it can’t be great,” Wyatt said, and Dustin shook his head.

      “I guess we’ll find out when we get there,” Dustin replied.
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