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      “The Omniverse is all of the multiverses combined into one realm. It is the very essence of reality. All possible outcomes exist, all ideas, all things connected together as one living realm,” she said, watching the events unfold.

      “Every living thing needs blood to live, and for the Omniverse, that blood is known to a select few as the Nexus. Sometimes events happen on one world that are so powerful and unique their memory is absorbed and spread throughout the whole Omniverse,” Nero said, thinking out loud about everything.

      “This is where ideas come from. Living beings sensitive to the Nexus and the Omniverse pick up on the faint trails of enormous power and spread the stories. Ideas, like energy, never die as long as there is a use for them,” she said, pushing herself off the wall. Everyone’s attention was fixed.

      It wasn’t as if they could see her.

      “Death, however, is usually inevitable. It’s a matter of time. Heroes on countless different worlds do their best to ward it off in countless different ways. Sometimes they succeed, sometimes they don’t. It’s all, quite literally, random chance,” Nero said, crossing her arms. “I hate random chance.”

      What remained of the Delta Squad was charging into battle against a metal evil. Their plan was stupid, but they intended to give their lives to take out the bulk of the machine army that had turned the city into its new home.

      All eyes were on them. Even if the rest of the people there should have been getting ready for war themselves, there was something about watching four idiot modern knights go into their last battle that was impossible to look away.

      Nero Delacroix, Bob’s daughter, had escaped the tournament. She watched them go into a metal storm without their leader. It wasn’t right. If they were going to die, they should at least have the chance to die together.

      Nero closed her eyes and worked her magic, bending the nature of reality itself for a few seconds proving the impossible was the unthinkable waiting to happen.

      The others watched from the two flying warships, and they saw the four of them charging into war vanish without a trace.

      “What the hell is going on here?” Erin asked, shocked and horrified at the same time. No one had an answer, but they couldn’t wait around long because now the fate of the world had fallen to them to make the first move.

      “It’s showtime, people. No time to wait around for answers, let’s give them everything we have,” Dana said with as much conviction as she could muster in this insane situation.
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        * * *

      

      For the four members of the Squad, everything turned bright white. It overtook their own burning colors and became so bright that not even their armor could allow them to see one another.

      “Hold on!” Wyatt yelled. He had no idea why he said that, there wasn’t anything to hold onto.

      The noise around them was nearly impossible to scream over. It sounded as if all the wind on the planet had decided to blow in their direction at the same time.

      It was obvious they were all going for a ride. The sensation lasted for a few seconds, then it was all over. Everything was black as the force knocked them into the mud and shorted their armor out. Their suits rebooted one at a time.

      “The hell? Where are we?” Blake asked as he stood up. None of them had their horses anymore, either.

      “Yeah, that’s a good question,” Dustin said as he stood and looked around. They were in a strange-looking forest. The trees didn’t look real.

      It was dark and dreary, raining. They were in the middle of a storm, but the sky was so black they couldn’t see any clouds.

      “I don’t like this place,” Wyatt said. It felt horrible to be here. The weight of something was coming down on them, and it was more than water. The rain felt thicker, like blood, and it looked as black as the sky.

      “Come on. Let’s get out of here,” Josh said as he looked around, trying to get an idea of where they might be.

      “That’s a great idea. Where are we going?” Dustin asked. None of them had any ideas on how to answer that.

      “We are being watched, I think, but I can’t detect anything close by. It’s something I feel, you know?” Blake said.

      “Yeah, I know,” Wyatt replied. Nothing here made sense. At least their armor was at full power.

      “You’re not going to believe this, but I’m getting a distress signal,” Blake said, and the others looked at him.

      “It matches Cody’s armor signature.” The others were surprised. Wyatt wasn’t, the vision he had before the battle came back to him.

      “We don’t have any other direction to go, so let’s see what kind of death trap waits for us this time,” Wyatt said.

      Blake waited for him to say something else, but it became apparent he was waiting for him to lead the way.

      “Right,” Blake said, and started to walk into the unknown, leading the others.
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        * * *

      

      They didn’t have to walk long before a figure appeared out of the dark and the trees. It was tall, dressed in a torn cloak, heavy with the rain.

      “Who are you?” it asked in a raspy, broken voice to the four of them. Blake looked at Wyatt, then stepped aside.

      “This is a job for the commander,” he said, and Wyatt stepped up.

      “We are known as the Delta Squad where we come from. We only want to go home,” Wyatt said. No reason to lie. It was obvious they weren’t on Earth anymore.

      The man said nothing in return.

      “Did you break him?” Josh asked. Wyatt shrugged.

      “I used to take care of this place. No longer. Home. There is no more home. By cruel fate you came here. It is here where you will stay.” The man turned around to walk away.

      “Wait, where are we?” Wyatt asked.

      “It used to be a place of hope, caring. Now it is a silent, dead hell ever since they came.” With that, he stepped back into the dark and disappeared.

      “Well, isn’t this a cheery and happy place,” Josh said, and looked around.

      “That guy seemed terrified of something. I wonder what else is here, and what made it go so bad?” Dustin asked, and because he opened his mouth, everyone was sure now they would be forced to find out.

      “Thanks,” Blake replied.

      “What?” Dustin asked. He didn’t know why they hated questions.

      Some days they didn’t like Dustin for asking these stupid questions. It was like asking the universe, begging it for an answer none of them wanted. The universe was always listening.

      “Who dares enter my domain?” A booming, vile voice came from the dark.

      “Dustin, if we get through this, remind me to beat you,” Wyatt whispered. Dustin was about to reply when Josh started talking.

      “We do. Show yourself and stop asking questions,” Josh said to the mysterious voice from the trees.

      “Must you do that all the time? We could run away once in a while. It’s like you want to get into every possible fight there can be. The hell is wrong with you, Josh?” Blake asked.

      There was no time to answer as the thing broke through the trees. However, it did so without breaking any branches at all.

      “Any guesses on what that is?” Dustin asked and nearly laughed when it came into view.

      “It’s a blue bear? Alright, where in the hell are we?” Wyatt was sick of the joke. This didn’t make any sense.

      “Ah, comedians. We used to have a lot of that around here, but it was all a waste of time, so worthless and pathetic. Let me show you.”

      It was a bear, but it stood like a man. Its fur was dirty, soaked, and blue. Its eyes shined in the dark, and on its stomach was a strange symbol. A blue crescent moon with a red star in the middle of it.

      “All of this seems way too familiar,” Dustin said.

      The thing was surreal, muscular and tall, as big as Josh’s armor. It wasn’t only a bear, it was a beast wearing something that looked like a cloak similar to the first one they encountered. It was dark blue and covered most of its body.

      “It looks like a stuffed animal, almost,” Dustin said, but he couldn’t help but feel as if he’d seen it before somewhere. It looked tired, as if it could fall over at any minute and pass out. Its claws still glistened in the black rain.
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        * * *

      

      “Alright, Fluffy, we don’t want any trouble. So let us get out of your domain and we’ll keep on moving. No harm done,” Wyatt said, but it was too late. Despite its appearance, the monster leapt forward with a surprising amount of speed.

      It slammed into Dustin and knocked him off his feet. He was taken by surprise. None of them could take a talking bear seriously, now they had to.

      Those claws and teeth were no joke. The armor began to take damage as the claws dug into his chest, and the blue monster clamped its teeth down around his neck. Dustin was in shock. The insanity of the situation made him freeze.

      “Damn it,” Wyatt said. He drew his blade and stabbed the blue monster in its left shoulder. “Bad Fluffy. Very bad.”

      Strange golden blood sprayed from the wound and covered his blade. The bear let go and howled in pain, but its fury only changed directions as it pulled away from the blade and attacked Wyatt instead with increased bloodlust. It seemed to be more pissed off about being called Fluffy.

      “My name is Chaskin,” it said with a roar and swiped at the much faster Wyatt. He dodged each attack.

      “Okay, Chaskin, relax. Really, we don’t want to do this. We’re not enemies, I promise,” Wyatt said, he had no idea if it was true.

      The rage continued, and the bear lunged at him again. Those swipes were slow to Wyatt. There were plenty of chances to hit back, but he was trying to prove his point.

      The attack was put to an end as three shots struck it in the back, Blake had used the openings Wyatt refused to. Chaskin’s back ran with golden blood. Once again, it roared in pain but didn’t seem any closer to relenting its attack or dropping dead. All it did was redirect its attention.

      Blake was going to fire again when the symbol on the bear’s chest began to glow.

      Then came an intense blue beam of light with electric sparks flying off the main beam. Blake was struck with a direct blast, and instead of being knocked back or anything, he fell to the ground and didn’t move. After that, the beam stopped.

      Seeing this happen, both Josh and Dustin opened fire with their miniguns at the beast, and even though the thing took all the bullets and soon became covered with its own blood, it still didn’t flinch.

      “Puny weapons.” Its chest began to light up again when Dustin switched his weapon to the flamethrower and unleashed hellfire.

      The flames covered the blue bear, and it worked. Chaskin ran off into the woods screaming, but the light from the flames went out due to the strange rain.

      “If it bleeds, apparently we can’t kill it,” Wyatt said as he rushed over to Blake. The sniper wasn’t dead, but he was knocked out.

      “What was that symbol on the chest? A moon?” Josh asked, and no one had a clue what that even meant. Then Josh snapped his fingers.

      “On Earth, I remember now. One of the kids I had to find back in the day was lured away by the promise of Share Bear toys. I remember now. That’s what one of them was called, Chaskin, the bear of good dreams or something like that.”

      The others looked at him.

      “What? When you do what I did for that many years after we went our separate ways, you learn a lot about kid stuff. There are some really sick people back home. If anyone has a problem with it, we can talk later. That must mean we are in the Shining Kingdom, but none of this is right. It’s supposed to be, well, bright.”

      “Great. We’re going to get killed by cartoons. Wonderful. This universe hopping stuff is terrible,” Wyatt said as he tried to wake Blake up, but nothing was working.

      Josh then looked up to the void above.

      “If this is anything like the story on Earth, a few things could have made it all turn out like this. Something bad came here,” he said.

      “We knew that much from tall, dark, and cloaked earlier. Do you have any information that might be useful?” Wyatt asked.

      “This must be the Goodwill Forest. Whatever’s causing this will be at the castle. Wake Sleeping Beauty up and get moving. Old Blue Bear was not the most powerful thing in these woods,” Josh said with a bit too much confidence, and everyone tried not to break out into laughter.

      Blake was waking up.

      “The hell, what happened?” he asked. Blake felt like he was hungover.

      “Basically, you got knocked the hell out by a cartoon. Get up. We gotta keep moving,” Dustin said and helped him up to his feet. Blake was unharmed, but weak.

      “I still have a signal on the Commander. Come on,” Blake said, shaking the sleep off the best he could before moving forward.
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        * * *

      

      “Just how many of these things are there?” Wyatt asked.

      “Ten. At least ten,” Josh replied, knowing that there could have been many more lurking, but he was hoping they were busy doing whatever Share Bears did in their spare time. One thing was for sure: he’d never look at anything made for kids the same way again.

      “Ten. Wonderful,” Wyatt replied.

      Before he could say any more, something made itself known to them and forced them to stop in their tracks. Even if it were pitch black, they could still see colors, and the color that blurred across their visors was pink.

      “Uh, pink streaks in the dark can only mean trouble,” Blake said as they all came to a stop.

      “Seriously, a pink one? What kind of twisted hell did we get sent to, and who sent us here?” Dustin asked in anger.

      “I might have an idea,” Blake replied, but he didn’t mean to say that out loud.

      Before anyone could follow up, there was a new voice.

      “Hello to you, I’m not blue. I’m fast and over here, and now it’s time to feel your fear,” a voice said from the dark trees. It sounded like a cheerleader who had gone psychotic.

      “Patem, show yourself!” Josh said in response to the bad poetry. “Bear of positivity, cheer, you know, annoying optimism,” Josh explained before anyone could ask.

      “Gladly,” she said, and she was right next to him. Patem had dark pink eyes, and her brighter pink fur was wet and matted, but she was as big as the last one. By now, they figured they would all look similar, color coded for convenience.

      Patem had a rainbow on her stomach and was a bit shorter than the last one. She smashed Josh in the face with the back of her hand, and he went flying into and through a tree. The tree exploded with glitter.

      “Oh man, the trees have glitter in them?” Dustin asked. He appeared amazed at the idea. It couldn’t be glitter, but something that looked like it.

      “Yes, on the TV show, it was only shown once,” Josh said, wondering why they weren’t more concerned with the threat at hand as he stood up, the glitter washing off him in the rain. They were looking for the bear now that the excitement with the tree was over.

      “The master says hello,” Patem said to them, walking out in front of Wyatt again.

      “One down, three to go, who’s next, nobody knows.” Her jaws twisted into a vile smile, and she charged them. This time Wyatt was ready for her and returned the favor with three throwing knives into her chest, straight in a vertical line. They discharged their electrical power, and she screamed.

      “Pain! Such wonderful pain!”

      Wyatt didn’t know if this was good or not, but the blades returned with a thought. “Now we know who is going first, blades and the things that cause the most pain!” Patem charged Wyatt.

      “Oh look. He has a girlfriend,” Dustin said and unleashed his fire. Those flames were too slow as the bear shot past them with blinding speed. “Damn it.”

      Dustin didn’t dare follow the thing, he didn’t want to torch Wyatt, not on accident anyway.

      “Cheer up. It could be worse. I could be a spider,” she said and tried to clamp her jaws around his neck, but missed at the last second as Wyatt pulled back. He couldn’t stop her from taking him down to the ground. Patem was big, but to Wyatt she didn’t feel heavy at all. Her flesh felt more like cotton candy than anything. Everything about this was beyond strange.

      “Now,” Wyatt said through the intercom.

      Blake fired, but the second that trigger was pulled, the pink monster lifted Wyatt into the air and used him as a shield. The shot hit him in the back.

      “See, you are too slow. I’ll kill you all, no problem, you’ll pay your toll,” Patem said in a giddy voice as she tossed Wyatt to the side with ease. With the same motion, she charged at Blake with too much speed.

      “Dodge this.” During the attack, Josh had moved behind Patem and opened fire. The bear was struck in the back and fell to the ground, landing beside Blake. Golden blood ran down her sides.

      “That is quite enough out of you,” he said as his weapon kept spinning but didn’t fire anymore. Something felt wrong about doing all of this.

      “When in doubt, smile,” she said as she tried to lift herself out of the golden blood puddle she was in. “Smile, oh I will be smiling, but there is no doubt about what is going to happen next!” Wyatt was all right, but the sniper shot had done some damage, and it was still hard to keep his balance. Thankfully his armor had held up.

      He raised his blade over the center of the injured bear and prepared to kill it when Josh stopped him.

      “You can’t kill them. This isn’t their fault, and it’s not our world. We need to find the source of all this and fix it. The commander is out there, and if our luck holds, he’s at the center of all this,” Josh said.

      “The Leprechaun fan girl here tried to eat me. All of them are trying to kill us. Are you sure you want to give them a second chance?” Wyatt asked, and the others were sure Josh had lost his mind at this point.

      “Trust me on this one. Killing one of these things might do way more harm than good. It might not even be possible. We don’t know anything, we are the aliens here,” Josh replied.

      Blake was sure he saw a spark of pink fly between the trees. Nobody else seemed to notice that Patem had escaped while they were talking.

      “Well, it’s too late. She’s gone,” Dustin said with a sigh. He was tempted to burn the whole place to the ground to avoid any more surprises.

      “Josh, where in the hell are we going?” Blake asked.

      “It’s a castle. The home of the Share Bears, I’m sure of it. This master will be there. Then we can go forth, destroy this thing, and call it a day. Once everything is back to normal, we can get back home,” Josh said.

      “Go forth?” Wyatt asked. Josh shrugged. He didn’t even realize he’d said it. This place must have been getting to him.

      “Come on, the signal is still this way,” Blake said.

      “I’m getting sick of this place. I’d rather fight killer robots,” Dustin said. “Can you not?” Wyatt asked him and Dustin shrugged.
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        * * *

      

      This forest seemed to go on for miles. In fact, it didn’t seem to change at all no matter how far they walked.

      “Is this some kind of genius loci?” Wyatt asked. “I feel like we’ve been going nowhere,” he finished.

      “Same,” Blake replied.

      “I know. I don’t understand it either. I think this place is screwing with us,” Josh replied. He barely knew the television show back home, the real thing could have had a billion variables to it. “We’ll have to keep moving,” he said.

      “Sure, we’ll walk forever while our home burns to the ground, while monsters and machines tear it to pieces. Sounds like a great plan,” Dustin said. He was becoming frustrated. This place was a nightmare.

      A bright ray of solid yellow light came at them, interrupting their conversation. They barely had time to get out of the way. The attack charred the ground, and everything it touched started on fire.

      “What the hell was that?” Dustin asked, surprised still trying to process what happened. His armor was steaming from the heat.

      “The fun starts here.”

      Josh shot off the ground and rushed the thing. The yellow bear grabbed him by the throat. “I’m not mad, I’m filled with rage,” it said, then threw Josh to the side as if he weighed nothing. Then, beside the yellow, another bear showed itself.

      It was yet another blue bear, but this one was massive, muscle-bound, and at least nine feet tall. Its claws were seven inches long, at least. The squad backed off.

      “Two of them now? Wonderful,” Wyatt said, and before he could say or do anything else, Dustin unleashed his flames on the yellow one, but the monster stood in the fire. He didn’t flinch, and its fur didn’t catch fire. It did get his attention, however.

      “Oh, so you like to play with fire. Playing is fun, let’s have some fun.” Its symbol on its midsection began to burn with energy.

      Dustin knew this wasn’t going to end well for him and tried to get out of the way, but it was too late. The attack came too fast and hit Dustin. His armor was fireproof, but this heat was not from his world. His armor began to melt.

      The force of the attack knocked him off his feet and sent him flying through some trees, smashing them. Dustin got lucky as the attack stopped. His heat register was maxed out and his skin was burning on the inside of his armor.

      “Christ, what the hell,” he said as the glitter turned to smoke, fighting the pain.

      He was confused as to why the blast didn’t vaporize him. Just another thing in this world that didn’t make sense. The rain was cooling him off and saving his life.

      

      Josh needed to do something. He ran back toward the fight. Breaking back into the scene, he shot into the air and rammed into the massive blue bear with all of his strength, fists first. Josh bounced back to the ground. The creature looked down in annoyance.

      “You think you’re strong, little thing? I am stronger. Let me show you.” The voice was deep, like thunder that had learned how to talk.

      He walked to Josh and reached down to grab him when Blake shot him in the shoulder. The blue bear gave a second of a pause to this, then turned to face the sniper and roared with enough force to knock him off his feet. Blake’s ears were ringing, along with everyone else’s.

      “Rage,” the blue bear said, then grabbed Josh by his feet, picked him up, and swung him like a bat into a tree.

      “Why are you such a weakling?” the bear asked Josh as he dropped him to the ground.

      “Why are you all so breakable? This is an insult,” he said with a roar.

      Wyatt cleared his head and ran toward the yellow bear.

      “Alright, Sunshine, let’s dance,” Wyatt said, figuring all it had was its power and no strength.

      “Sunshine? How did you know my name?” it asked as it unleashed its devastating yellow beam of death. Wyatt was waiting for this and got out of the way. Behind him was the giant, rage filled bear.

      “What the—” was all he had time to say before the power of the other slammed into him. It let out a bellow of pain, dropped to its knees, and was engulfed with light and energy.

      Once the light subsided, the giant was on the ground, knocked out cold and steaming. “No, what, how?” The yellow one was distraught at this turn of events and rushed to his fallen friend. “That’s right, you can only mess with us for so long,” Wyatt said, but Sunshine turned around, hate in its eyes.

      “You are as evil as the master said you were. You’ll die, you’ll all die,” it screamed at them, and with that they both vanished into thin air.

      “Who the hell is this master, and why are we the evil ones?” Blake asked as his hearing returned.

      “I don’t know, but the sooner we find out, the better off we’ll be. Maybe,” Josh said. He tried to get up and couldn’t. Both of his legs were broken underneath his armor from that one attack. His healing factor was already repairing the damage, but it was bad, and the pain was intense.

      “Let’s take a break here. I kind of need it,” Josh said as his helmet slid back and he tried to catch his breath. “Damn, you got owned by a cartoon. You suck,” Wyatt said and laughed. Josh groaned as his bones cracked into place. “Yeah, I guess I do,” he replied.
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        * * *

      

      Josh walked with the others in the same old direction they had been going this whole time. Then he snapped his fingers. “Damn it, I forgot,” he said.

      “Forgot what?” Wyatt asked.

      “The show. I mean, how these idiots get around. They don’t walk, they, well, they think about where they want to be,” Josh replied.

      “Is there anything you don’t know about this show?” Dustin asked. “Like I said before, when you spend your nights rescuing kids, you need something to calm them down. You need to know how to communicate. It’s worth it,” he replied.

      Blake almost laughed. He was sure Josh watched it in his free time, too. That would have been funny, but it would have made a lot of sense, too.

      “So, we wish to be where we want to be?” Blake asked.

      “Yeah, that’s the idea,” Josh replied.

      Blake thought about it. “I wish we could be close to where Cody is,” he said, not sure of his words or if it would do anything. For all they knew, Cody could have been stuck in a wall, and then they would end up that way too. Safe was better than sorry in this situation.

      There was a rush of wind and their vision went white.

      When they could see again, they were in the midst of a ruined castle. Chunks of the white outer wall were missing. It was clear the place had been on fire, as the white stone was marred with black scorch marks.

      Black clouds poured from both sides of the charred building. The two tallest spires were missing. The smaller three still remaining had large pieces taken out of them.

      All the trees must have been dead for a long time, their dark branches withered and brittle.

      Closer to them was a fountain in front of the castle with liquid that resembled blood, with rivers coming in their direction. There were two bridges over each of them. The one on the left was destroyed. The right barely intact.

      To the right of the castle was a strange set of stairs and a platform with four smaller spires in a circle. In the middle was a pole with a great red crystal shaped like a Valentine’s Day heart at the top. It appeared to be some kind of meter, but the black indicator hung straight down, broken, if that’s what it was.

      

      However, none of that compared to what they saw next. “What?” Wyatt asked, unable to find the words.

      On one of the castle’s spire tips, fastened to the pole vertically, it formed a cross. There they saw their commander tied to the spire in his torn uniform, no armor, crucified with razor wire cutting into his flesh.

      He was being tortured, and his healing factor was keeping him alive, so the flow of blood from his wrists and ankles was constant. Below the commander, to the side, sat Grandmaster Silence with a silver cup in his right hand.

      He was drinking Cody’s blood, and his golden form had been replaced with his cloak.

      “Nice of the rest of you to show up. It’s only been a decade, I think. Time is screwy here. It might have been days for you.”

      Silence revealed his face, and they couldn’t believe who they saw. “Hey, guys. Aren’t you glad you didn’t save me when you had the chance? Aren’t you glad you failed now?” Joey asked as he looked up at the commander.

      “This bastard here, well, he thought he could beat me. It took six years, but eventually I won the fight. His energy ran out, mine didn’t. We ended up here in furry world as we crashed through the worlds. Your commander tried to make the animals rally against me, but you know what? I was just too much.”

      “My power corrupted this whole place, and you know what? It’s boring here,” Joey said and laughed at the squad, then took a sip.

      “I like the name Silence more than my own name. The second my furry servants told me of others like the lizard man here, as they called him then, I knew it had to be you. It’s been so long, but you don’t look any different.”

      The squad was getting tired of this rambling, and if he had been anyone else, they would have started the fight.

      “Welcome to the Kingdom of Sharing. All I have to give is pain, but I know you’re twisted enough to enjoy it,” he said, but still didn’t get up.

      “This is a trap,” Wyatt said.

      “Gee, you think?” Josh replied. He couldn’t take his eyes off his brother. He looked dead from here.

      “I don’t like this,” Blake said. He was trying to scan the surroundings, but nothing was showing up. The things here didn’t register as normal life-forms. He hated not knowing.

      Silence took another drink of the blood.

      “Taste the rainbow, bitches.” Silence snapped his fingers. All ten of the bears in the darkness behind the throne stepped forward.

      “Oh hell,” Josh said.

      The squad had a second to react as all ten of the multicolored beams came at them together. They flew into the air to get out of the way.

      Silence knew what they were going to do. Before the group could separate in the air, he sent out a wide wave of bright gold energy. It knocked them out of the sky and back into the path of the death wave. It scored a direct hit and sent them flying back into the mud, to the edge of the trees. The four of them were smoking and looked dead enough to almost make Silence smile, but he knew better.

      “Look at that. The mighty Delta Squad, beaten by cartoons for ten year olds. Who would have guessed it would end like that?” Silence laughed and stood up.

      “What did you think? Did you like that view of your team getting obliterated in one shot?” Cody said nothing. He didn’t even open his eyes.

      “I thought you might like it. I know I did.”

      “I better check to make sure they’re dead. They have a habit of not dying, and worse, coming back to life,” he said and began to make his way down to the four smoking bodies. He threw his cup of blood out to the side without a second thought.

      “What in the world is this?”

      The four of them had been hit by the combined power of the guardians of this world, but all that was left behind was smoldering piles of sticks and rocks. He kicked the rocks and watched them scatter into the dark.

      “Someone has been screwing with my fun time. Come on out, you old cloud guy. I know it was you who saved them. Give them up now and I’ll let you live a while longer,” Silence said into the dark. At once, the old man revealed himself.

      “Silence, your evil ways have corrupted the land, its protectors, and everything else that dwells here. I had little hope left over the years. I thought that you’d corrupt me, too,” he said. “When the other four lizard people came into the realm, I knew someone must still be watching out for us.”

      The old man in the raggedy cloak raised his hand toward the Commander, and the wires that kept him in place snapped, sending him to the ground.

      “Well, that did it. I was saving my last spark for that,” he said and collapsed, but never made it as Dustin caught him. The old man coughed.

      “May the clouds keep you safe,” he said, and disappeared. Silence was confused.

      Cody hit the ground. Everything hurt, and the voices in his head remained, along with ones that he had almost forgotten. How long had it been? Thoughts blended together. He had to remember who and where he was. It wasn’t easy. The pain made it harder. The deep, bleeding cuts on his wrists were starting to seal up.

      “I’ve been with you. Remember who you are,” a voice said inside his head.

      “Cody. Commander.”

      “Yes, Commander of what?” the voice asked.

      “Delta Squad.”

      It had been years since he’d even heard his own voice. He wasn’t sure if he was saying anything at all.

      “Stand up.”

      Cody tried, but his legs felt like wet noodles. He collapsed.

      “Hurry. Stand, not much time,” the voice said. Cody gritted his teeth and pushed himself to his feet with a groan. He was feeling better every second. Clenching his fist, he remembered his power. The blue armor poured out of his skin as the nanites activated.

      In a second, he was suited up. It had been so long. Then the rage returned. Everything that cloaked thing did came back. His armor exploded with blue flames.

      Grandmaster Silence turned around to see a burning, bright Commander standing there. The black needle in front of the crystal heart moved up a notch.

      The bears reacted to this, looking at the thing as if it were the signal for something only they could understand. It wasn’t enough to change things.

      Silence raised his hand. “Stand back. I’ll take care of this one. You know how dangerous he is.”

      Cody didn’t have anything to say, and for a brief moment, the two of them stared one another down.

      Wyatt started to walk toward the Commander, but a raised hand was the signal to stand back. Wyatt and the others stopped.

      “If he starts to lose, we’re going to step in, right?” Josh asked.

      “Yep,” Wyatt replied.
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        * * *

      

      Cody’s feet lifted off the wet ground, then he shot through the rain like a comet. Silence waited for him. Cody’s blazing left fist swung forward, and Silence caught it. The shockwave made everyone watching brace themselves.

      Wasting no time, Cody swung with the other fist, hitting Silence in the head and sending him flying into, and through, the remains of a broken castle wall.

      “I’ve been dreaming about this for a long time,” Cody said, at least he was sure he was talking.

      “Keep dreaming,” Silence replied. A thin beam of golden energy came from the smoke. Cody was able to get out of the way. The beam shredded through trees, sending plumes of glitter into the air.

      Cody rushed Silence.

      “You psychotic child, I’m going to tear your spine out and strangle your mother with it,” Cody said in rage, his arms around the neck of the cloaked enemy.

      “I like your spirit,” Silence replied as he disappeared. The reaper appeared behind Cody with the knife raised.

      Cody knew how teleporters liked to fight. He spun around and kicked Silence in the head, sending the enemy into the ground.

      “You’re still an idiot, Joey,” he said as he walked to him.

      “Joey’s dead, you know that,” Silence replied before Cody kicked him in the head.

      As he did, the sky above them flickered with light. The squad noticed this, and so did the bears watching the fight.

      “Do you see, you damn furries? Look. I hit this useless sack, and the damn sky lights up. How much more proof do you need that I’m not the bad one here?” Cody yelled out and punched Silence again, and again, the light in the sky flickered through the dark.

      Silence became angry and sent out a golden pulse of energy, knocking Cody back through the mud, sliding to a stop.

      “I’ll kill you, your friends, and make sure I get the job done. I won’t be a failure this time,” he said as he marched toward him.

      The rest of the team was ready to come to his aid.

      Silence was blasted in the side by a blazing yellow light Dustin knew all too well.

      “No more violence. You’ll be stopped. The lizard man is right,” Sunshine said and stepped forward. The others did as well.

      “Looks like the natives finally came to their senses,” Blake said as he watched Silence get owned by a bright yellow bear. Of course, they looked like that. He wasn’t sure if they were bears at all. It seemed like an insane thought to be having at any time, but life got weird sometimes.

      Silence was shaken by the attack, his cloak smoking as he stood up. “I am a part of the greatest power there is. None of you can even hope to compare to it⁠—”

      The ten of them fired all at once as he was ranting about how powerful he was supposed to be.

      Silence was standing in front of their castle. When the attack crashed into him, he went flying into the side of the castle and straight through it. The beams didn’t stop. The broken building exploded with rainbow colored fire.
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      “I thought we needed a new place to sleep anyway,” a large brown bear said. He had a heart on his chest, at least that was the closest thing it resembled. The squad did their best not to break out laughing because, despite the strange appearance, they had blown up an entire castle and saved them a lot of trouble, at least for now.

      “Thank you for your help,” Cody said, and his blue flames disappeared. He was doing his best not to be bitter. All he wanted to do was start screaming at them.

      “You’re welcome, lizard man,” the hulking blue bear said. Josh backed off a bit. It was the one who had broken both his legs in one shot.

      “Why do they keep calling us lizard people?” Blake asked through the intercom so the bears wouldn’t hear it.

      “I don’t know or care, I hope we don’t find out. Shut up, smile and nod for now,” Wyatt whispered back.

      “Right, so how do we get out of fluffy world and back to our own reality?” Dustin asked.

      “Wait, wait. I have an idea. Let’s not stand here and talk about that yet. Let’s go see if the reaper boy is dead or not,” Josh said, pointing in the direction of the rainbow fire. The sky was still black, and the gloom had not gone away either. It was a good enough indication to everyone that the infection still remained.

      “I like that idea,” the brown bear said, and all them began to move in the direction of the fire. Once they got close, they discovered that Silence was missing. “Why does this keep happening?” Cody asked and got ready for a surprise attack.

      “He’s gone. He left our world. When we blasted him, it must have reacted with his abyssal powers and sent him back wherever he came from,” a neon blue bear said.

      “Uh, how do you know?” Dustin asked.

      “My name is Valar. Mystical energies are kind of my thing. I think I know how to get you guys home,” she said with a smile.

      “To the gate, then?” a dark green bear asked. Valar nodded. “I’ll lead the way,” she said.

      “Wait, hold up. What are you talking about?” Cody asked.

      “We are guardians of this realm. We will show you our charge,” the hulking blue bear said, turning to walk away from the multicolored flames.

      “How in the hell did you think I was responsible for all of this insanity and not the cloaked, reaper-looking guy? How did you confuse us?” Cody asked. He needed to know.

      Valar shook her head. “You came through first, and the land began to change. That other thing came through just after. We all know lizard people are pure evil, so when the human told us that you were responsible for the darkness, it was easy to believe.”

      Cody wasn’t feeling any better about it. “You should have killed me,” Cody replied.

      “Silence said you were immortal. He said we had to tie you up to contain you. The land went bad anyway,” Valar replied. Cody wanted to punch them all to get even. He knew that would have been a mistake.

      “Whatever. Let’s go to your gate,” he replied. The rest of the squad felt off about all of this. Cody didn’t even seem to care about them at all.

      “Do you suppose he’s mad at us, too?” Dustin asked.

      “I think we all want to get out of here. We can hash out feelings later. Let’s go,” Josh replied.

      Cody and the others started to walk. The squad followed them.
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        * * *

      

      The surroundings got brighter as they went. The rain came to an end, too. The walk wasn’t long. Soon all of them were standing in front of a massive black gate. No walls, an arch standing in the middle of nowhere.

      “So, this is your gate to nowhere? It’s pretty big. Pointless, but big,” Dustin said.

      “Little orange lizard, you are a fool,” the big blue bear said and picked him up by the back of his neck with ease, using one arm.

      “Put the lizard man down. You don’t know where it’s been,” Valar said, and Dustin was put down.

      “The gate keeps the dark out. All worlds have at least one opening. We found and sealed ours ages ago and have kept it safe ever since. Silence must have tried to open it. Look at all the burn marks,” Valar said, pointing them out.

      “How did Silence and Cody get through the gate then, if it’s still locked?” Wyatt asked.

      “Black lizard doesn’t listen too well. I said it kept the dark out. Something else pushed them through something not dark. See, that’s the only way,” Valar replied. Wyatt wondered if Theron did it. There was no way to know.

      “Fine. Forget I asked,” he replied.

      There was quiet for a bit. “What’s the plan, fuzzy?” Cody asked.

      “Simple. We are going to open the gate, and you and the rest of you are going to walk through. The gate should react to your energy and send you back home. We will need to shoot into the gate at the same time to keep the outside from coming in. You understand?” Valar asked.

      This sounded like a painful and bad idea, but at the same time, their only chance.

      “Fine. If it doesn’t work, we’re dead. Maybe that’s better anyway,” Cody said. The others wondered if Cody was okay or not.

      “Before we go, is there anything I should know waiting for us on the other side of this?” Cody asked.

      “The machines invaded New York. We were heading into battle when we ended up here,” Wyatt said. Cody nodded. It was ice cold, Wyatt and the others could feel the chill. The Commander was not fine.

      The giant blue bear walked up to the side of the gate, grabbed the blackened handle, and began to walk backward. The ancient and thick black door began to slide open, and out came a stench that smelled like death. It made its way through their armor, carried by a strong wind.

      “What the hell is in there? It smells like everyone I’ve ever killed put into one place,” Josh said. The idea of that gave him the creeps.

      “You must hurry. There isn’t much time. This is the only way,” Valar said over the increasing screaming of the wind.

      “Thanks,” Wyatt said to the bears. Valar gave a thumbs up and a smile. Wyatt thought that was odd, but there was no time to think about that now.

      The Delta squad rushed into the black.

      Their armor began to crackle with energy the deeper they moved into the abyss. They saw the brief flash of a rainbow surround them before everything went white.
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      Plans. Some are great and stand the test of time. They are talked about forever by the victors and the defeated. Even if they lost to such a well laid plan, there was no shame in it. These plans redefine the meaning of what it is to be a good leader, effective and powerful. They become historic strategy and inspire countless others who will only ever read about them.

      These are the plans that give heroes and villains immortality. This is the stuff of legends and myths.

      This was not that kind of plan.

      Wyatt, their new leader, decided that it was time to meet one of their old but powerful enemies in a headlong charge. A blaze of glory. Everyone watched this and thought it was a bad idea, but bad ideas were the only game in town.

      It was then, in mid charge, that something unexpected happened. The four remaining members of the squad vanished.

      This sent panic throughout the ranks of both flying battleships. Erin prepared the attack. She gave the order, and everyone was ready to give it everything they had to fight the growing machine infestation that had taken New York City.

      They hardly got the chance to begin when all of them witnessed the same thing: four streaks of light in the dark appearing again. Only seconds passed, it was as if they had never left at all. This time they were all reunited.

      All five of them were charging straight into hell together.

      Nobody knew what was going on. It didn’t make sense, and neither did the odd, fading rainbow light that surrounded them for a few seconds.

      “The plan hasn’t changed, people. Battle stations,” Erin said through the intercom. Now was no time for questions. They had a fight on their hands.

      “Wyatt. I know this was your stupid half assed plan. Charging into this kind of power is suicide,” Cody said as they flew headlong into almost certain destruction. The coldness persisted. Wyatt didn’t like it liked it less that he was on the horse with him again. There was a lot that didn’t make sense right now, and he was still trying to process all of it.

      “Well, I didn’t see you coming up with any bright ideas. I didn’t think we’d be getting through this alive anyway. It seemed like the best way to go,” Wyatt replied.

      “Yeah, and you didn’t even bother to see if the Leviathan or the Viper had a chance to, oh, I don’t know, set off a massive EMP attack before you did this? Congratulations, you’re an idiot. Now we have to do everything the hard way,” Cody said.

      “Guys, we can still do it. Radio back to the ships to see what they can do. You can at least take care of all the machines. The living things are going to take a bit more work,” Blake said, tired of all their annoying bickering after only a few seconds.

      Cody prepared to tell the two ships behind them the new plan, but he was distracted by a vast explosion that caused them all to stop and turn around.

      The Viper had been hit from the back by something they couldn’t see. The whole back end of the ship was on fire. Worse yet, it was losing altitude.

      “What the hell was that supposed to be?” Cody asked.

      “That must have been the Predator,” Wyatt said in a flat voice. Cody looked over to him. “As in the Guardian’s ship?” Cody had no idea why they would be here, or why they would be attacking.

      He did know that they wouldn’t have done it if there wasn’t a good reason for it, unless the world had changed that much. He had no idea how much time had gone by here. Maybe it had been ten years here too, and nothing was as it was before.

      The Leviathan was reacting to the attack and preparing to return fire.

      Now they didn’t know what to do. “What the hell do the Guardians need a ship like that for anyway?” Dustin asked.

      “They use it for something they call abominations. No, I didn’t ask what that was. If I never find out, I’ll be fine,” Cody replied. Something told the others they’d be fine without knowing, too.

      “Well, right now they’re using it on us,” Josh replied. “What are we going to do?” he finished. Wyatt felt good that Cody was back. Now he could make the no win choices again and yell at him when they all went wrong.

      Cody took a few seconds to think about it, then made his choice.

      “I’m not sure who is listening to this. You’re on your own. We have to deal with the ground forces. Good luck,” Cody radioed to them. Wyatt and the others were stunned. Cody abandoning his friends wasn’t his style, even in tense situations. Blake and Dustin glanced at one another, they knew something wasn’t normal.

      “Yeah, nice to see you again, Cody. We need to talk when you get a chance,” Dana said. Hearing her voice was unexpected, but a good thing. His theory worked, it was all he cared about.

      “Delta Squad, let’s take care of some unfinished business,” Cody said. Without a second thought, he pressed on into the chaos with the original plan.

      “Insanity’s back on the menu, boys,” Blake said, but it was in times like these that he felt the most alive.
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      “Do you think they even notice us up here?” Wyatt asked.

      Cody pulled out his plasma cannon, with his true power burning around him. “I’m sure the giant explosion tipped off everyone in a six mile radius,” Cody replied.

      “I know, but they’re kind of stupid. There’s always a chance they didn’t notice,” Wyatt replied.

      “I guess we can ask them when we get there,” Cody replied.

      The five of them continued their dive, but once they got a better view, they could see what had the attention of the enemy. In the streets, the Army was in full retreat, shooting at the machines and the BOBO soldiers as they went.

      “How the hell did you miss them?” Dustin asked.

      “Well, okay, I admit, I might have been a little short sighted,” Wyatt replied with the only thing he could think of.

      “Yeah, I’d say. Next time, Blake gets to be in charge,” Dustin replied.

      Blake was about to reply when Cody cut them all off.

      “It doesn’t matter what happened. We need to stop them,” he said, standing up on the back of the horse. “I’ll see you down there.” With his plasma cannon in hand, he jumped off the back and shot toward the front line of the nightmare army.

      “Usually, he has a plan. Did anyone catch what he planned to do, or was it just my comms going out?” Wyatt asked.

      “Nope, he just left,” Josh replied. This wasn’t out of character for him, but his eagerness to get back into the fight so fast was. Too many things threatened to take over the seriousness of the situation. He focused on the problem at hand.

      Cody shot through the air and made a sharp right turn. He made out the outer edge between the armies and knew what to do.

      He flew straight ahead and curved down toward the enemy. The second he could, he pulled the trigger. That bright blue plasma beam melted the living machines and the genetic nightmares on contact. Everything else it touched exploded with bright fire, creating a wall of flame between the army and the monsters.

      “That should buy some time. Squad, let’s do what we came here to do,” Cody said through the intercom as he pulled out of the dive.

      “You heard the man, let’s ride,” Wyatt said and led the charge into the horde.

      Under his helmet, he smiled. There was nothing better than going against a horde of enemies. There was just something about it.

      Without thinking about where the others were, he dove into a mass of enemies, horse first, with enough impact to knock some of the machines into the air. To Wyatt, the enemies flew through the air in slow motion. It felt good to be back home, at least right now.

      He stood on the back of the black horse in one quick motion, pulled his blade out, and sliced through those machines as they fell with one swing.

      “In the end, there was only one,” he said to the mass of enemies as the severed bodies fell to the ground, the blood of their hosts spilling on the dirt. He hoped the people inside died quick and without pain.

      They didn’t care what he said, it was meaningless to the machines.

      

      Wyatt watched as the armor-clad things that hadn’t been thrown into the air turned to face him with their weapons. They looked the same as they did last time, at least, if he was remembering it right. It had been years since he’d seen these things.

      The machines pulled their triggers. They hadn’t changed. Wyatt knew what was coming next.

      He raised the blade and deflected the wicked green beams into the sky.

      “Just like clockwork,” he said, wishing he had adjusted the angle a little to make the attack hit them instead. It was too late now.

      Wyatt was aware that this attack cut him off from the rest of the team. He made sure to attack the shiniest part he could find. The machines he could deal with, he wanted nothing to do with those things. The horde was still moving in slow motion, but this wouldn’t last much longer.

      Wyatt thrust his blade into the chest of the nearest machine. Hearing the person inside the metal scream made him cringe.

      He had forgotten how terrible these things were, a cancer to everything living. Of course, he wondered why the machines hadn’t infested the BOBO soldiers. Maybe they couldn’t. It didn’t matter. He cut the head off another machine as it lunged at him, the iron skull rolling away with a trail of blood behind it.

      Every one of these things needed to be destroyed. All of a sudden, the glory he was feeling minutes earlier had disappeared. Now he was nothing more than a brutal surgeon cutting out a tumor of steel as fast as he could.
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      Blake was burning with a silver light in the sky along with the horse he was standing on. A target-rich environment lay below him, but he knew it was pointless to engage with the crowds. He was looking for special targets.

      He couldn’t see them. The vast army defied his vision. When he looked through his scope, all he could see were the monstrous BOBO soldiers and the mechanical demons that were marching toward them at a relentless pace. The plasma fire did nothing but wipe out their front line. The march had started, the things were walking through the flames.

      “Damn it, Cody, I don’t think the leaders are here. This is just a death march, it has to be,” he said into the intercom.

      “I figured as much. It seems like we can’t win this the easy way. Keep looking anyway, we might get lucky. Save as many as you can,” Cody replied.

      Before Blake could say anything, he heard a sound from behind him.

      When he turned to look, he saw a squadron of fighter jets coming his way. “Your timing sucks,” he said. It was chaotic enough already. This was going to make it worse. With any luck at all, they wouldn’t start shooting at them, too.

      Blake’s visor lit up, pulling his attention back to the swarm below. There he could see massive machines in the crowd. He couldn’t believe he had missed them before. Heavy weapons that walked like men, but looked more like tanks with legs, no eyes or arms.

      A dim memory surfaced of years gone by, when they had encountered one on the Mexican border. He almost smiled thinking about simpler times, if they were ever that simple to begin with.

      The jets screamed through the air and fired, not at random. They were attacking the war walkers. The missiles were on target, but they didn’t hit anything. The cannons had a shield around them, and the weapons exploded against it.

      Two of them weakened the shield, and the third one broke through. The metal body was engulfed in flames and fell to the ground.

      It was one of sixty. Sixty that Blake could see in this mess.

      The second wave of missiles was fired, but this time the war walkers didn’t bother to wait. Their dual cannons powered up on three of the things and fired deep red beams into the sky. The missiles were destroyed on impact, and three of the jets lit up in a bright explosion, sending metal shards and fire in all directions.

      The rest veered off in time to avoid death. Now he had a new target to attack. He counted at least sixty of these massive things. They didn’t seem offensive, just defensive against air attacks. He decided he would give them something to do.

      “Let’s ride, horse. I’ll call you Silver.” The metal horse screamed, and the two of them shot off into the battle like a shooting star. It wasn’t his first choice, but he figured his rifle wouldn’t do much good against a shield that could withstand missile fire.

      They flew into the first walker he could see. Blake had no idea if they would smash into the shield or break through it. He didn’t even think about it beforehand.

      Both of them crashed into the shield with just enough force to break through. The walker tumbled to the ground along with the metal horse. Wasting no time, he grabbed its head and watched as the thing melted into nothing.

      “Hot damn, literally,” Blake said, impressed this had worked.

      However, this had one unintended side effect. Now the monster machines would all see Delta Squad as a real threat. The other war walkers registered the rest of the squad, and the distinct sound of large cannons powering up could be heard all over the battlefield now.

      “Guys, I might have screwed up. The war walkers are on us now. I killed one,” Blake said into the intercom.

      “Damn you, Blake. What did you do?” Cody asked.

      “I pulled a Wyatt. Sorry, no one’s perfect, not even me,” Blake replied.

      “Son of a bitch, you just—” Cody was cut off by a high-pitched whine that made Blake wince. He looked off into the distance in time to see the commander get hit by a beam and fall into the metal horde.

      “Cody fell! Get him, someone!” Blake yelled out in a panic.

      “I see him,” Josh replied, and Blake felt a little better about it. Now a different kind of panic was growing. He had to face Cody’s anger, and from all appearances, the man wasn’t in a good mood.
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      Josh and Dustin wasted no time flying down to where Cody fell and was swarmed by the monsters on the ground. They planned on clearing the crowd, but when they were less than halfway, blue beams shot up through various machines and into the sky.

      Josh barely got out of the way of one of them.

      “What the hell?” he asked. There was no way Cody didn’t know they were right there. If he didn’t know better, he would have thought that Cody was aiming for him.

      They watched a bright blue figure rise from the mass. Cody held his hands out, and all around him the machines and BOBO soldiers burst into flames. The living things died screaming on the ground as the flames leapt from him and made their way, like living snakes of fire, into the enemy. Something about it chilled Dustin and Josh to their core. This was something neither of them had seen before.

      “You two, stop screwing around and keep killing. No mercy,” the commander said, as somewhere in the distance more tanks began to fire into the enemy.

      “This place is a lost cause, Cody. Chances are we can still locate the leaders of this madness and take them out and be done with it. We are wasting our time here,” Dustin said to Cody. All it got him was the commander’s hand around his neck.

      “You wanna know something? The enemy will kill everyone. We can’t find the enemy leaders, we don’t even know where to look. The best chance we have is to stop them here and now so the people can get out.”

      He threw Dustin to the ground, raised his weapon, and unleashed another beam in an arc to melt the enemies approaching the three of them.

      “Get up and fight. Don’t question me again or the next one I shoot will be you,” Cody said, then took to the air. Josh helped Dustin up and had to stop him from attacking Cody.

      “Come on. Let’s take out the big guns. We’re all tense, shake it off. I have an idea to take down those walkers, follow me,” Josh said.

      Dustin was furious with the commander, but he’d deal with that later. The two of them took to the sky, Josh leading the way. Those walkers were not interested in waiting around. They locked on to the members of the squad and fired.

      Josh counted on this and flew between the shots. The machines were powerful, but not all that smart, at least not yet. Just before they fired again, he dropped back to the ground, then ducked. Those red beams sailed right over him and into the other machines.

      It shattered their shields and melted their main bodies into slag on contact. He wondered how Cody managed to make it through unhurt. Just another thing that didn’t make sense right now, unless, of course, the nanite armor really was that strong. There were more important things to worry about right now.

      Dustin liked Josh’s idea, but he had a different one in mind. He skimmed the top at high speed, grabbed a BOBO soldier, and lifted it up. “I have a job for you, ugly,” Dustin said as he flew.

      The thing roared, but it didn’t have much time to react before Dustin tossed it into one of the machines with as much power as he could summon. It wasn’t as effective as Josh’s method, but it still worked.

      The living body collided with the shield. The enraged giant tore at it with its insane strength until the shield shut down. Dustin watched with a smile as the mindless eater sank its razor-sharp teeth into the metal.

      The intense electric energy shot off in every direction. It was enough to kill the BOBO and send the machine crashing into the dirt.

      “What the hell was that?” Josh asked.

      “Just having a little fun,” Dustin replied.

      The machines were already closing in. There was no end to them.

      “We have to run. This was a stupid idea,” Dustin yelled into the intercom.

      “No. We fight until they are all dead or we are,” Cody replied. Blake couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Maybe Cody had lost his mind after all. There was no chance the five of them could handle hell like this on their own.

      “Sorry, commander. Someone needs to go save the others and save all of us,” Blake said. He and his horse shot off into the sky and started to fly back toward the Viper.
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      Blake saw the new ship. It was an evil mix between the Leviathan and the Viper. The Viper had taken damage, but its nanometal had held through the attack and was repairing itself. Before Blake could contact the ship, a new voice filled his helmet, and he assumed everyone was hearing the same thing.

      “This is the Predator. Surrender your ships and you will not be killed. Please don’t surrender, I happen to like blowing tin cans out of the air. The choice is yours.” The voice sounded like it came from an arrogant prick.

      Blake rose above the Viper and took aim with his rifle.

      “Hey there, you in the ship. I know you can hear this. If you know anything about me, you’ll know what I hold in my hands is real. I heard your voice, you know I don’t have to see you to kill you,” Blake said to whomever was on the other end.

      “Ah, yes, you have Cyranthis’ weapon. Death Eye or something like that. You want to use that kind of power?” the voice asked. “I mean, you’d use it on little old me but not the horde of monsters below?” it continued.

      Blake kept his aim.

      “No, you idiots know better than to use them. You’re afraid,” the voice said.

      “I’ll make an exception for you,” Blake replied.

      Silence.

      His armor detected that the Predator ship was powering its weapons down. “That’s a good choice,” Blake said, but kept his aim. The comms went back to normal.

      “Erin, listen to me. The army won’t be able to stop this. I know we can’t do it alone. Get the Olympians and the Zodiac to join the fight, everyone and everything we have in this fight. If you use the ion cannons there might not be enough left of the city to save, so do try to avoid them for now,” Blake said.

      “Sure. This isn’t my first fight. What about Alex and his warship back there?” she asked.

      “I’ll deal with them, go now,” Blake said. The fact that she knew who it was made him feel left out, as if there was something important he was missing. There wasn’t any time for questions now.

      “Alright, mystery ship, Alex if that’s your name, take a look around. Trying to kill us won’t get you anywhere. What do you hope to gain by this? Help us fight the monsters down there, maybe?” he asked, trying to get some common sense out of this invader.

      “We had no choice. Well, we were going to attack and destroy you after this anyway, but a friend of yours has decided the plans should be stepped up. She wants to talk to you,” the voice replied.

      “Friend?” Blake asked. What kind of friend would do this, he wondered.

      “Blake, how are you doing?” It was Emily’s voice, he would know it anywhere, but there was something off about it.

      “You know something? I like the silver fire, it’s you. As much as I like it, I have to kill you. You and your people have kept me locked up too long. I’m a bit pissed about it. So, all of you will have to die. Oh, don’t worry. Unlike most people, I like to savor the anticipation of death, you know, make you idiots sweat a little. See you all soon,” she said, then the comms went dead.

      Blake was confused.

      “Erin, why did Emily threaten to kill us all like a supervillain from a comic?” he asked.

      Nothing but static came through the other end. “Hmm,” Blake said. “Emily, what’s the matter now, what did you do?” he asked himself. The answer was given to him. A bright green figure came from the other ship. It phased through the metal. “I guess the wait wasn’t that long. What the hell is this thing?” he asked.

      There was a great distance between the two of them. Blake blinked.

      It covered that distance in the time it took to blink and grabbed him by the neck with her right hand. Her touch drained him of the silver flames.

      “Nice to meet you in person. Our name is Emily. Not that you care. I am hungry, you’ll do as a good snack.” She opened her mouth wide, too wide. Her mouth was filled with razor-sharp teeth. Blake tried to escape her grasp. Despite all his strength, he couldn’t get free.

      “Emily, I don’t know what this is all about, but I don’t think you’ll like the way I taste,” he said. She didn’t listen. He didn’t expect her to.

      Blake had no choice in the matter. All of this was unexpected. With a deep breath, he activated the emergency release on his armor.

      He fell out of his suit and hit the floor with a thud.

      Emily dropped the empty suit and decided flesh would taste better. She watched as Blake land.

      “Tender meat is always a good choice,” she said.
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      Blake landed hard on the nanosteel deck, and the impact was enough to knock him out. The sound of several bones breaking mimicked gunshots.

      Emily landed a second later and stood over Blake. Her snake grin still stretched over her face.

      “Boy, you look good enough to eat. I hope you don’t mind if I have a slice of some Blake pie while I’m here.”

      She kneeled down and prepared to begin.

      A shotgun was put to the side of her head, then it fired. Emily was blown back, her body rolling a couple of times over the deck before coming to a stop.

      “Get back. If anyone’s killing this one, it’ll be me for bailing on a good suit of armor like that,” Erin said. This must have been that thing Alex was ranting about earlier. He should have mentioned it had taken over one of their own.

      Emily pushed herself up, Erin pointed the gun at her.

      Emily crossed her arms. There wasn’t even a black mark on the side of her head.

      “Guess what. You are outclassed and out of your league here, girlfriend, so why don’t you run along. You’re getting what’s coming, you all will, in good time,” she said.

      “It’s been one hell of a day,” Erin said with a sigh.

      “I know,” Emily replied.

      “What happened to you?” she asked.

      Emily shrugged. “I finally got my chance to shine. Who knew the color would be green?”

      “Green always looked good on you,” Erin replied.

      “Wait a minute, you’re stalling me for a little time, aren’t you?”

      Erin smiled a little.

      “Out of our league, maybe, but you’ll have to contend with all of us.”

      It was then the unlikely allies lined up behind her from the air: the Zodiac, Olympians, and the Horsemen. “It took us a bit to get ready, but we made it,” Megan said. “Wouldn’t expect those scrubs on the Leviathan to help out more than they needed to,” Erin replied, but she never took her eyes off the monster.

      “Hey, we were on that bucket,” Megan replied.

      Emily looked the lineup over and decided that today wouldn’t be a good day to take them all out at once.

      “Keep that one fresh for me. I’ll be back for him later,” Emily said with a smile, looking at Blake. For all anyone knew, he might have been dead from the impact alone.

      “Get lost or let us help you. Either way, we don’t have the time to deal with you right now. Bigger problems below us if you haven’t noticed,” Erin said and raised her weapon.

      “I have all the time, there’s no hurry,” Emily said and disappeared.

      Erin let out a sigh of relief.

      “Does this kind of thing happen a lot?” Megan asked.

      “Depends on the day. You should be here for when things really start to get weird. Let’s take out the enemy that wants to kill us all, alright?” Erin replied and began walking to the bridge.

      “I’ll set up the APEMP. I’ll need some time. As soon as the energy signature is detected by the machines below, I’m sure they’ll try and swarm us. I know most of you are fighters, but today is just the beginning of something worse. You will need to work together, or you will all die one at a time. This is how it is. I can’t tell you what to do. If this plan fails, we are going to have an unbelievably bad day, people. Protect this boat with your lives. Those with armor will need to protect yourselves accordingly. Get to work. I don’t want to see any goddamned machines on my ship. Do you understand me?” Erin said without looking back.

      “What’s an APEMP?” Tiffany asked.

      “Armor-Piercing Electromagnetic Pulse. Something the Syndicate cooked up a couple of years back,” Megan replied.

      “Oh,” she said, still not understanding all of that.

      “If we’re done with the terminology lessons, let’s go buy some time for the human race,” Megan said.

      Cole poked Blake. “Are you dead?” Blake groaned, then coughed up blood. “Nope, not dead. Not yet, at least. Don’t worry, the snails will make you better,” Gemini said and stood up. “I don’t know what that means,” Blake replied with a painful groan. “Snails,” Cole repeated. “Go away,” Blake said Cole crossed his arms. “Fine,” and walked back to the others.

      

      “Olympians, let’s go save the world,” Megan said. The six of them flew off into the sky.

      “Alright guys, we’ll kill everyone later, but the lady is right. No way we can take on that many at a time. Let’s give the general lady all the time she needs,” Samantha said.

      “Who put you in charge?” Matt asked.

      “I did. When we find Ben again, then he can be the leader. Let’s do this. We live here too, right? It’s the only planet we have. You three stay here, you’re idiot kids no matter how tough you look,” Samantha replied.

      They had gone through hell only to enter another one. The Zodiac took off to fight the enemy wherever it might show up.

      

      “We can handle ourselves,” Brianna said as they left.

      “Yeah, but they won’t need us. Besides, we have no idea how that EMP thing would hit us. We’re better off up here,” Tyler replied.

      “Sure,” Brianna said. She wondered about Kelly and if he was even still alive. She also wondered if there would ever be a real end to this insanity. It didn’t feel like it from up here.
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      Erin had no idea how things could have gotten so bad. The last thing she remembered was Silence killing her, and then she was alive again.

      Dana and the others had the same loss of memory between being dead and being here, from wherever it was they had died. She did her best not to think about it and was grateful she and the others didn’t come back with pieces of their soul missing.

      Too many movies had people coming back to life wrong.

      Erin cleared her mind and set up the APEMP settings.

      She entered the code, pressed enter, and the process began, quick and easy. Finally, something was going to go right the first time.

      Just as she thought would happen came to pass. The machines detected the power buildup, and something unexpected happened on the ground.

      Proximity alarms started to go off on the bridge. “What the hell is that?” she asked.

      “Take a look,” Roger replied and switched the view to the underside of the ship. The entire horde of machines had detected something, it was impossible to know what, but they were all flying in their direction.

      “Oh,” Erin said, stunned at the sight for a second.

      “Soldiers, the enemy is coming in hot. Prepare to defend yourselves,” Erin said over the intercom and hoped everyone was paying attention.

      “You want us to shoot them too, or should we float up here and watch?” Nate asked, and Erin cringed.

      “You can’t fire the Leviathan’s weapons into the city, you’ll wipe it out and kill anyone still hiding,” she replied.

      “News flash, the city is a total loss. Do you have a real reason why we shouldn’t shoot back?” Nate asked again. She couldn’t come up with one. Erin knew that there wasn’t much left to save, not of this part of the city. “I didn’t think so,” Nate replied.

      “Why don’t you use your magic brain powers instead?” she asked.

      “That takes work,” Nate replied, and the radio went dead. “Yeah, work. I wouldn’t want you to pull a muscle or anything, dick,” she said.

      The Leviathan came to life. Its ion cannons blasted into the metal swarm. Erin watched as the tiny machines, in comparison, spread out like a swarm of silver insects. The ones that didn’t get far enough away caught fire and fell back to the ground.

      Erin also watched as those same beams hit the buildings in the distance. The explosions were enough to knock them down.

      She winced. This was war, but she still felt as if this was overkill.

      “Should we shoot too?” Roger asked, and she shook her head.

      “No, we’ll watch for now. Once the APEMP is charged, this will be finished. We should have done this to begin with,” she replied and kept watching the fight.

      The Olympians had impressive powers, but against tens of thousands of machine monsters there was no way to tell how this would go.

      Megan wasted no time sending twin bolts of lightning into the enemy. Hundreds must have fallen into the sea below, but to Erin, she couldn’t notice any change in the size of the swarm. “Come on, woman you blasted that black ship in half once, right? Where’s all that power now?” Erin asked.

      “There’s not enough power left in the city. These machines aren’t running on anything I can use. If I drain the power from your ships, the weapon won’t work. If any of us go full force, it could ruin everything. We need to stay at a low level for your plan to work,” she replied, blasting more of the things.

      “Do what you can. Tell your people four minutes,” Erin said, disappointed in how things were turning out. Just a few minutes.

      “Four damn minutes, that’s a lifetime out here,” she replied. Erin watched as the once self proclaimed rulers of the world dove headfirst into an all consuming silver horde.

      Above them, the Zodiac members flew into the silver mass as well. There was no way to communicate with them from here. They seemed to be doing fine on their own. Cole was speeding from one point to another, slicing the machines into pieces. Erin zoomed in on him, and it looked as if he was talking to himself the whole time. She didn’t want to know what about.

      Despite their best efforts, keeping the horde back was impossible. On the camera, she watched the army come at them like a blizzard.

      “Battle stations,” she said into the intercom and set off the alarm.
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      The Delta Squad watched as all the metal soldiers took off into the air at the same time.

      “What the hell is going on?” Josh asked.

      “They must have figured out the EMP thing on their own. Well, that takes care of half the problem. Once we take out the BOBO soldiers and the giant walking death cannons, we’ll have it made,” Wyatt replied through the intercom.

      He looked around. The ground at his feet was covered with blood, severed limbs, and metal-infested flesh. None of it made him feel good. “Just bottle this up, too. Still have work to do,” he said under his breath.

      “Has anyone seen Blake, or the horses?” Dustin asked.

      “I’m sure Blake went up to the ship. The horses went back a while ago,” Wyatt replied. The lull in the storm was coming to an end. The BOBO soldiers weren’t that bright, but now with all their allies gone, the squad stood out, and the monsters closest to them started to move in their direction.

      “Yeah. We better get back to work,” Dustin said.

      “Team, shut the hell up and start killing things already,” Cody said as he tore the remains of a machine to pieces.

      “We’re on it, boss,” Wyatt said.

      “You have time for sarcasm, you have time for screwing around? You left me to bleed for years on a cross by a psychopath. I suppose you just had a good time. I even had one chance to contact you. Silence was confident you wouldn’t come, and you didn’t. Thanks for the rescue, but after this, we’re finished,” Cody said. His voice was low, there was a terrible rage and frustration that bordered on the insane.

      Before anyone could say anything, Cody took off into the air.

      “We had no idea it was that long,” Dustin said, stunned. First the chokehold and now this, he was sure something was wrong. Unless there was nothing wrong, and he was just that pissed at them.

      Josh didn’t know what to think. This wasn’t the person he knew.

      

      “Don’t worry about it. We’ll beat it out of him later. If I had a dollar every time he called it quits I’d have enough for a burger and some fries by now,” Josh replied. “True,” Dustin replied and figured they’d all said it more than a few times at this point.

      “Squad, come in,” Erin said through the comms. Wyatt was a second away from getting back into the fight. “Yeah, what is it?” Wyatt replied.

      “I’m doing the APEMP in twenty seconds. Be ready,” she said, and Wyatt looked up. Right above them was a horde of living machines.

      “Great,” Wyatt replied.

      “Cody, did you hear that?” Wyatt asked. No reply.

      “We need to go, now,” Dustin said, and Josh didn’t bother to wait. He flew into the air, and the others followed him. “Cody, get out of there, it’s going to start raining steel,” Wyatt said. No reply.

      “He’ll be fine. Isolate your systems,” Dustin replied.

      A few seconds later, the APEMP wave spread out in all directions from the Viper. Invisible, but with a sick, twisted sound resembling a dentist’s drill. It was so loud that even their armors couldn’t filter out the horrid sound.

      “Goddamn,” Wyatt said.

      “We need to move, go up,” Dustin said and pointed at the machines above them. Dustin led the charge and sliced through the bodies as they fell.

      They made their way above the storm. Now they could watch one problem take care of another. Tons of metal crashed on the BOBO soldiers.

      “Think they’ll get back up?” Wyatt asked.

      “Not all of them. Nothing we can’t handle,” Josh replied.

      Cody flew to be with the rest of them, his helmet melted away to get a better view of the battlefield. “Where in the world is Renaldo this time?” Cody asked.

      The three of them had no idea what Cody was talking about. “I guess he got hit in the head too hard,” Wyatt said. All three of them wanted nothing more than to get back to the ship and have Cody looked at.

      It was a few seconds later that they could hear what remained of the military below cheering. It died down just as fast.

      Someone from below began to talk through a megaphone.

      “By the Order of the Syndicate, you are to surrender your ships, your armor, and come with us peacefully. You are all under arrest for crimes against the Syndicate.”

      Cody looked down at the ground forces and didn’t see where it was coming from. “What?” Wyatt asked, stunned.

      Before anyone could say anything else.

      “Like hell we are,” Cody replied. “Arrest this!” he screamed at them as he fired at the speaker from below, whoever it might have been.

      The commander was firing into the force they had just saved. Josh was in shock. Nothing looked right.

      Wyatt and Dustin had no choice but to stop him. “What are you doing?” Wyatt said as he pulled his arm up, sending a plasma beam into the sky.

      “Don’t you understand? The Syndicate wants to take us down. Those Guardians over there on that ship want us dead. We are on our own here, we need to kill all of them,” Cody said as the two of them held him back.

      “Maybe, but there are innocent people down there who are following orders. Remember when we used to do the same thing? They don’t know any better, and their world is going to hell right now. I don’t blame them at all for being willing to take sides with anyone offering a chance to make a difference. There is a way to do this, but this isn’t it,” Wyatt said.

      The words didn’t make a difference. Cody fought against them both.

      Josh snapped out of his daze, lifted his arm, and fired the zip line. “Secure him, I’ll pull him back,” he said.

      Wyatt spun around, caught the line, and in one swift movement tied it around Cody’s waist. Once Josh saw it was ready to go, he took off toward the Viper.

      “Josh should have been a cowboy,” Dustin said.

      “Right?” Wyatt replied, and the two of them flew toward the ship.

      “You goddamned useless—” Cody screamed. He grabbed the line and broke it. Tore the thing off and shot toward the ground, his face twisted with rage.

      “Damn it, we need to get the hell out of here. Now,” Dustin said while intercepting Cody, tearing the weapon out of Cody’s hand. Dustin mashed the back end of the plasma cannon into the back of his head. The impact knocked him out with a deep sounding crack. Dustin caught him.

      “Come on, buddy. Let’s get you taken care of,” he said and flew off toward the Viper, which was already leaving.
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      Cody woke up in the brig of the Viper. No armor, street clothes and a terrible headache. “Guys, what’s the matter? Why am I in the brig?”

      There was a beep and the shield turned transparent. Wyatt was on the other side.

      “Sorry, but Commander, you’ve been dismissed from active Delta Squad duty, you’ve lost your damn mind,” Wyatt said, shaking his head.

      “What? Who fired me?” he asked.

      “I did. We all did. After what happened back there, we decided that you couldn’t lead a high school band, let alone us. Face it, Cody, you’re finished until we figure out what’s wrong with you.”

      “No, you’re wrong about that. I’m fine,” he replied, doing his best to stay calm and fight the headache.

      “Then who’s Renaldo?” Wyatt asked.

      “I never said that. I don’t know who that is. What the hell? You’re the one that’s insane,” Cody said, stepping forward and pressing his hand against the energy field. “You have to help me, man.”

      Wyatt shook his head. “You were in that other world for too long, Tortured, used as a snack. We all saw it. Silence must have been drinking you dry for years. That has some serious mental effects on anyone. We’ll keep you here until it’s over. Think of it as a vacation, so take it easy."

      Cody looked away, but when he looked back, Wyatt was gone.

      

      He turned around, his mind racing. Silence was in his cage, gripping him by the neck and thrusting him against the field before he could react.

      “Guess what? You’re either going crazy, or you’re going to die right now,” Silence said and laughed. Cody panicked as Silence tossed him into the wall so hard he thought his collarbone had cracked. When Cody looked up, he was alone again.

      “What is going on? He didn’t throw himself into the wall but maybe he did. Maybe the commander has snapped. All this and more next time on the inner voice of a broken Delta commander.”

      Cody looked around and saw nobody.

      The voice sounded like a game show host announcing what someone had won. “What?” Cody asked, sliding against the wall, trying to get a grip.

      “Hey buddy. Look at the bright side. At least you are still you and not being taken over by some alien super virus.”

      A horrifying voice screamed it at him. It was coming from the far wall, and there was a twisted grin filled with teeth. It was talking to him.

      “No, get away from me!” Cody said in terror, but the mouth opened, and tendrils sprang from the maw. They wrapped around the commander and began pulling him in.

      “You may not be insane now, but by the time I’m through, you will be.”

      They began to draw him closer to the teeth, inches at a time. Whatever this was had him in an unbreakable grip. Cody was afraid, terrified beyond reason because this was not reasonable. Cody started to laugh. Not reasonable. What a thought to have while being pulled to your death, inches at a time.

      A hand gripped his shoulder and, with more power than he had ever felt from anyone, tore him free of the thing’s terrible embrace.

      “Cody! I’m here to help you like you helped me once.” His world just kept spinning out of control. Then he saw who it was. Could it be real? The thought that he had died crossed his mind. Maybe this was hell after all.

      “Mister L, what’s going on here?”

      “Sorry, but none of this is real. Right now, you are lying in a bed, fighting for your life. Silence tortured you to the point of losing your mind, and the battle you just had pushed you over the edge. I’m here to send you back to reality. It won’t be easy.”

      Cody didn’t know what to think or who to trust.

      He didn’t have much time to consider it, but Mister L put his hand on Cody’s shoulder. Cody woke up in the dark.

      He was in his quarters, lying in his bed. It was all a dream, maybe? He sat up, wearing the same stuff he had on during the nightmare. He needed some fresh air.

      He got out of his quarters and walked down the hall. It was silent here. The Viper being deserted wasn’t unusual, but something about it kept him on edge. He didn’t know who to trust or if this was real. He had to believe it was. Journey would have been pissed if he stopped believing.

      That thought made him smile a little.

      Cody heard voices he knew in the distance. He was going to say hello, but then he overheard what they were talking about, so he decided to listen.

      “Cody wouldn’t have done that to us,” Dana said, clearly trying not to be shocked.

      “Yeah, he did. He made sure that all of your bodies were carried out through the portal. He thought that you’d return to life if you made it back home. He gambled with your lives. It worked, but really, it doesn’t make sense,” Josh replied.

      “I guess I don’t understand it. I can’t believe we were really trying to kill you. I should thank the Commander for doing what he did,” Dana said.

      Cody knew her. This didn’t sound like her.

      Unless it was a sure thing, or he had made some kind of deal to make sure they would come back to life, she’d be pissed. He gambled with their lives, possibly their souls as well on some cosmic level he didn’t understand. This was not the Dana he knew, not even close.

      This wasn’t right.

      “Come on, let’s get back to work,” Josh said.

      Cody tensed up. They would come this way and find him. He waited for anyone to come around the corner any second.

      Seconds went by, and he peeked around the corner. The room was empty. “What?” he whispered. He would have heard them leave, voices fading out, something. It was like they disappeared.

      Cody walked into the room and winced as the lights turned on. It was then he realized that the voices had been coming from a dark room, impossible unless there was damage. Why would they be having a conversation like that?

      Rationally, he knew nothing could be trusted right now, not since the ship had tried to eat him. On the other hand, those voices seemed real enough, even if the personalities didn’t match. He was awake. Everything looked as it should have, and he felt awake. Then he wondered what it was to be awake.

      Cody knew he had to be careful. He needed more information before he could decide if everything was as it should be. He calmed himself down and decided on what to do next. It was obvious, he needed to find more people.

      He made his way down more halls but heard nothing. The silence alone was creepy enough to make him hear things in his head, maybe voices too. He couldn’t be too sure. Then it was clear, voices again.

      Perfect. The last thing he remembered was being cracked in the back of the head, so showing himself now might cause trouble. Stealth was key for now, so he kept close to the wall and this time risked looking, just a little to make sure he wasn’t losing his mind.

      “So, the commander is sleeping, right?” Erin asked.

      “Yeah, he was shaken up pretty bad after the tap I gave him, but we couldn’t kill him outright. Not in front of everyone,” Dustin said, laughing as he said it.

      “Well, no, wouldn’t want to give the Guardians a reason to attack us. I’m sure they saw you smash that idiot in the back of his head anyway,” she replied.

      “The reason that he’s alive is because of that nanite armor. We need to go back to the island in order to have it removed, can’t do it here. Once we do, the new commander will get it, and the Syndicate will have its leader to fight against the Guardians.”

      Dustin sighed. “It’s always something. We still have to figure out why they tried to shoot us out of the sky,” he finished.

      “Well yeah, now that I’m back from the dead, I can get that armor off, but he needs to recover in order for it to work. Otherwise, it’ll kill him and ruin the armor forever, in theory,” Erin said.

      Cody wasn’t close, but he could have sworn that the words they were saying weren’t matching their mouths. It was like watching an old Godzilla movie.

      Or maybe it was just a trick of the light.

      Or maybe he was losing his mind for real. None of this made him feel good. Were they really going to kill him for the armor? So many questions, all with bad answers.

      

      “Things got bad. Two months against the river of steel almost destroyed the entire East Coast of your country. They tried to fight the best they could. They needed you. You went running off to fight in a cosmic war. You helped save the Omniverse from destruction for now. Good work,” a voice said.
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