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      Shane sat in the bar. It was a dark place. He needed the drone of the ambient voices, the burn of the whiskey, the low-hanging smoke, and the country music that never seemed to change tones. The glass was on the table, half full of brown liquid.

      The world had been saved, all of reality, hadn’t it? His brain knew the nightmares. Every time he closed his eyes, all he could see was the world, the earth covered in weird black blood and reality breaking down.

      However, here he was. Safe and sound, as if nothing had ever happened. It was maddening, struggling with dueling realities in his brain. He grabbed the glass and drank it. The stuff didn’t help much.

      “What’s the matter, hon? I saw you sitting here all by yourself, and you looked distressed.” The sudden voice snapped him out of his thoughts. He smiled.

      “I am—I mean, I’m fine,” he said, and she sat across from him. She was about his age. Looked nice enough. He could see it in her eyes, though—she was oblivious to his reality. She didn’t know a thing.

      He knew better.

      She looked at him. “You’re one of them, aren’t you?” she asked, and he looked at her. “A truther—one of those crazy people on the internet who think last year’s solar storm was more than a storm?” she asked. Shane nodded, looking back at the glass.

      “Some of the worst ones got thrown into the loony house, so, what level of crazy are you?” she asked.

      Shane took a deep breath. “Top of the list crazy. Got out of the hospital four days ago. I’m cured,” he said.

      “Oh yeah, you look like the poster boy for mental health. Sitting here alone, staring at a table.” This made him laugh.

      “I ain’t doing anything, you’re not doing anything, and I’ve never talked to a truther before, just watched videos. Wanna talk?” she asked.

      Shane had kept this stuff bottled up for a year, maybe longer. Time still seemed off to him. Maybe that was in his head—he couldn’t be sure of anything anymore.

      “Sure. I might as well talk,” he replied. “But be a dear and refill my glass, it’s the least you could do,” he added. She crinkled her nose, but it was a chance she hadn’t had before, so she agreed.

      “Be right back,” she replied and got up.

      He didn’t watch her go.

      A few minutes later, she came back, two glasses in her hand, and slid one of them to him.

      “Alright, my name’s Lisa. What’s yours?”

      “Shane,” he replied, taking the glass in his hands and wondering where to start. “I’m going to tell you all the stuff you already know, and maybe some stuff you don’t,” he said, taking a sip. She was focused on him. Maybe this was all she did—stalk places like this, looking for people like him. It didn’t matter.

      “Do you believe in the devil?” he asked, and she squinted at him a bit.

      “I mean, not really,” she replied.

      “You should,” he said. “Lots worse than that out there,” Shane finished.
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      Shane had her attention.

      “You ever heard of the Black Guardians?” he asked. She shrugged.

      “Deep internet lore—a bunch of wackos in a cult playing at magic?” she asked, and that was about as much as anyone knew.

      “Nah, they were real. I was one of them—am one. No one is sure, everything is so messed up right now, no one knows,” he said.

      “How about the Delta Squad?” he asked. Again, she shrugged.

      “You’re not telling me anything I can’t find on a deep search. Did I waste my time?” she asked, and Shane smiled.

      “When the solar storm, as you call it, hit, it was a war. For all of reality, kind of a thing. The Syndicate snaffled everything up and unleashed what you’d call reality-killing abominations into our little safe place. It took the efforts of every single person and being with any spark of power to save this useless reality,” he said.

      “Is that so?” she asked.

      “It is,” he replied. “Even some of the old gods helped out. Even Cyranthis showed up, the false god that he is,” he added.

      Lisa leaned back. It was clear to him she worshiped Cyranthis, then.

      “You believe in that, I can tell,” he said.

      “I do,” she replied. He smiled.

      “Do you know who didn’t help? Do you know who didn’t lift a finger to do anything?” he asked and swallowed the rest of his whiskey in one shot.

      “The so-called God. The lazy Christian God didn’t do anything. Lucifer even showed up to the fight. The devil fought more for humanity than its ‘creator.’ Imagine that,” he said. Now the anger was beginning to grow, the grip on the glass tightening.

      “The only God I ever believed in. I prayed. I begged as the world bled, as nature shattered. I pleaded with the Almighty to arrive and lend a hand, but there was no intervention,” he said. “So much for faith, right?” he asked.

      She shrugged.

      “And that’s why I worship Cyranthis. As you say, he apparently showed up while Mr. Big did nothing. What more do you need?” she asked, and Shane couldn’t let it go. That was the real problem—the real thing that was eating at him.

      Everything he believed in was a lie, and proven to be a lie. On the other hand, the nagging possibility that all of these powers were brought together by God’s will wasn’t lost on him. Even if that were the case, it was hard to believe that was all He was going to do to help. No, it wasn’t right. That didn’t make sense.

      “I need answers. Thousands of years of records, stories. Artifacts, things you wouldn’t believe, and what happened that day defied all of it. Every prophecy, every story,” he said. The glass cracked.

      She noticed that and slid back in the booth a bit.

      “Seems to me like you need something more than answers,” she said, not knowing what else to say.

      “I’m on to something. Actually, got a lead. On a mission as we speak,” he said, and let the glass go, realizing how tight he was holding it.

      “That so?” she asked. He nodded.

      “Yes, it is. I should get back on track. I’ve spent enough time here,” Shane said. “Thanks for the drink. I hope you liked my story—or my complaining. Whatever you want to call it. I need to go,” he finished and stood up.

      “Have a good night,” he said, and walked into the crowd. No one but Lisa watched him disappear.

      “Good luck, Guardian,” she said, and finished her whiskey. It was an entertaining story, at least. She was hoping for a bit more, but the truthers never seemed to stick around long after talking.
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      The cold December air tore into his skin. He pulled the hood of his jacket up over his head to fight the biting air. He had almost forgotten the cold after being in that bar for so long. He walked to his car, got inside, and started the engine.

      The pale blue glow of the digital clock said it was before midnight. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the green pendant. The emerald inside was shining brighter towards the west. He wanted to find a local hotel room and get some rest, but he was so close now.

      “I can sleep when I’m dead,” he said, putting the emerald pendant on the seat next to him. Shane put the car into drive and pulled out of the parking lot onto the empty road.

      The streetlights flickered as he drove under them. Powerful magic often disrupted electric systems. Without the ward on his car, there was no way it would have worked. He rolled down the window to fight sleep. “Not today, Hypnos,” he said to no one.

      Shane left the town behind. There was something unsettling to him. He knew what lived in the dark. Some evils never faded away.

      The road stretched on into the dark. There weren’t any maps to where he was going. All he had was a light from a powerful amulet to lead him. Wherever he was heading, it was getting closer.

      He took a left turn onto a dirt path. The amulet was humming at this point, the light was intense. “I see you, just keep doing your thing,” he said, slowing down. The snow was thicker on this road, and he had to slow down to keep from going into the ditch.

      There it was—the first sign he was going in the right direction after all. A bright orange “road closed” sign stood along the left side. He kept going.

      A few minutes later, there was a barrier across the road—nothing too special. It was a couple of old sawhorses with a metal sign hanging from them, swaying gently in the winter breeze.

      Shane pulled the car to a stop and got out.

      “Do not trespass under penalty of law,” he read the sign. “Whose law?” he asked, wrapping his hands around the first wooden barrier and starting to pull it out of the way. It only took a couple of minutes of work, but soon the way was clear. It was too cold out here, or maybe he was old and tired. Could have been all of those things. With the barrier removed, he got back in the car and kept moving.

      Shane was expecting more resistance—a team of soldiers, a Syndicate welcome party, even the local cop—but nothing happened. Oddly enough, he didn’t even feel watched as he kept rolling down the path.

      He drove a little more and had to stop yet again. This time, a fence crossed the road. The top was lined with barbed wire—three rows, just like a prison might have. There was a black sign with a symbol of the Syndicate engraved on it in red, with “no trespassing” in the same red underneath.

      He got out again, not bothering to close the door. The fence had been here a while. The road beyond looked broken.

      This was an old battlefield from when the world ended. A scar where nature hadn’t quite healed yet. The amulet in his car was burning bright green now. It was obvious where he needed to go. The ward was messing with his brain.

      People avoided this place. Now he knew why there weren’t any guards. He put his fingers through the chain link. “Screw your fence, Onrex,” he said. He felt the heat rise from his fingers. He carved through the metal in a straight line, and the spell wore off.

      Then he pulled the fence back at the same time until the car could make it through. He waited for the defenses to kick in, but there was nothing but the wind.

      “Idiots, relying on wards alone. You need to use living people or something,” he said, but was thankful. There were a lot of tricks he knew, but stopping a hail of gunfire wasn’t one of them. He moved back to the car, got in, and closed the door.

      Pulling ahead and crossing the threshold, the feeling in the air was different. There was a sense of dread. Like he didn’t belong here—no one did. Most people who got this far would get scared off, he figured. It was a strong aura, to be sure. Something terrible had happened here. Even if no one knew for sure what it was, you could feel it.

      The road only went for a few more minutes when the snow made it impossible to drive anymore. He stopped the car and shut it off before it got stuck, grabbed the amulet, and got back out. “Alright,” he said, and started walking.

      The light of the full moon made it easy to see everything, but the burning amulet made it easier, too.

      Thick snow made him struggle. The cold seemed to get deeper as he went. No one had been here. The trees weren’t dead—they were black, and the strange scent of the black blood of the earth still filled the air. Memories best left forgotten came back to his brain. Still, he kept moving.

      Moving through the snow was miserable. The dead trees reminded him of the hands of hell reaching out to claim his soul. He’d read the stories of an ashen warrior dealing with things in the ancient past. Thankfully, they were just trees.

      Just to test the amulet, he’d turn directions and watch the thing dim. He was going the right way, but he had no idea how much more there was to go. It couldn’t have been far. He felt close.

      The place was dead, too. The only sounds were the soft crunching of the snow and his own breathing. The unnatural silence put him on edge for the first time since getting here. It was a telltale sign of the supernatural at play. He had experienced it several times in the past.

      He kicked through a drift and came across a strange ruin—buildings that had been half-melted, weird spirals of cement jutting into the air as if they had been liquified and flash-frozen in place. Skeletons were embedded in some of them. The wicked smell of cosmic decay lingered here as well. This was the place he was looking for.

      Shane looked around, but all he could see was a nightmare. The emerald was burning now, no matter what direction he spun it, nothing changed. He was close.

      As he moved through the ruined, cosmically burned battlefield, he was sure he could hear the screams of the people who had died here. Maybe it was the wind picking up, but he could have sworn there were voices coming from the twisted cement.

      Then, there was a new light source in the distance. “There we go,” he said, quickening his pace toward the light.
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      Shane climbed over a pile of fused bones. Then he saw it. It was something he did not expect: a silver cross sticking out of a pile that burned with its own light. Maybe it was the moon reflecting off it. Maybe it was something else.

      He approached this item. It was then he noticed he wasn’t alone. “It’s a pretty thing, isn’t it?” the voice asked, and he turned, putting the burning emerald pendant in front of him as if it would provide defense.

      There was a man there. In a suit. His eyes were pale blue, and he seemed weaker than Shane in just about every way. However, Shane knew that this person, now that he was here, was dangerous. “I’ve been looking for this since, well, since the world ended. It’s everything to me,” he said.

      “It’s a powerful thing. What are you going to do with it?” the stranger asked. Shane felt like he was being tested. Was this God? The devil? He wasn’t sure. He didn’t care.

      “I am going to use it to fix everything,” Shane replied.

      “Is that so? Well, you wouldn’t be the first one to want to do that,” the man replied with a knowing smile.

      “Take your prize. I won’t stop you,” he said. The man made a finger gun at the burning emerald pendant, put his thumb down, and the light went out. Shane winced at the sudden change, but that was all it took.

      His eyes adjusted for a second, and the man was gone. Shane put the pendant in his coat pocket—he didn’t need it anymore. He walked to the cross, still not sure what it was. Shane stared at it and realized that it was a handle, a hilt of a sword.

      He grabbed the handle and felt a little bit like King Arthur might have back in the day. He revealed just a few inches, and the blade was burning. “Whose sword is this?” he asked, pulling the rest of it out.

      For the first time in a long while, he smiled. Just holding the weapon made him feel invincible, but many others had felt the same way. He knew how it had turned out for them, too.

      He knew what he had to do, but not how—not yet, at least. He looked in the wreckage and found a silver scabbard. “Curious, but who cares,” he said, pulling it out of the cement it was fused into with ease, sending pieces of it everywhere.

      “Stronger already, perfect,” he said as he put the blade where it belonged. Then, he started back towards his car. As he moved, the cold didn’t bother him so much anymore.
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      After the event, a weird peace had fallen over the world. No one wanted to fight anymore, not on a grand scale. War and the end of all reality had taken their toll.

      Nowadays, people were content trying to get by, but there were the truthers out there. The internet. Erin stared at a screen.

      “Searches for the truth have gone up almost fifty percent in a week,” she said.

      “Yeah, but so what? No one really cares. Just a bunch of internet losers screaming into the void,” Roger said, and Erin nodded.

      “I still don’t like it,” she said.

      “Well, if you don’t like that, you’re not going to like this,” Nick said, walking into the control center with a tablet in his hand.

      “Site B was broken into last night. Reports are still coming in, but the artifact is missing,” Nick said, and Erin closed her eyes and sat down in a chair.

      “This is the site that we used the Guardians to protect? The wards or whatever the hell?” she asked.

      “Same one. Someone melted right through the fence. Snow tracks straight to the site and right back out again,” he said.

      “Surveillance?”

      “None. We didn’t bother. Guardians said no one would ever get that far, but someone melted through the fence. No chemicals detected. We think they used magic,” Nick replied, and she got a sick feeling in her stomach.

      “Yeah, I feel the same way. Something is coming,” Roger said, his experience telling him all he needed to know.

      “Never should have trusted them,” Erin said.

      “It might just be a collector, you know. Just because we couldn’t pull that thing out of the ground doesn’t mean someone else didn’t know how. Maybe nothing will happen. Maybe they just want to hang it up in their private vault,” Nick said.

      “Do you believe that?” Roger asked.

      “No, but it’s a nice thought,” he replied with a sigh.

      “We don’t even have a squad, haven’t needed one. I think it’s time to get proactive and make the call,” Erin said.

      The mood in the room got heavy.

      “I don’t think we can do it. I mean, the new prototype armors are still in testing. Also, all that blood,” Roger replied.

      “What else is there to do? Think about it. If something terrible does happen—and it could happen any day—we’ll have a good force. But if it’s a Delta-level threat and there is no squad, what will we do then?” Erin asked.

      It was a good point, a horrible one too. This peace couldn’t last—it never did—and there were plenty of people out there that could cause trouble, including this new situation that had arisen.

      “Fine. Make the call. Don’t even bother asking Heath. He’s been pissed you didn’t make the call as your first act,” Nick replied.

      Erin nodded.

      “Alright,” she said, then walked out of the command center.

      “I am sure glad I’m not in charge. This is one call I wouldn’t want to make,” Roger said.

      “Yeah, me either,” Nick replied. “I suppose we should get ready,” he finished.

      Roger took a deep breath. “Sure, I guess so,” he replied, trying not to remember his own experiences.

      “Did anyone ever stop to think that there is only peace because there is no squad? I feel like we kind of make our own trouble sometimes,” Nick said.

      “I mean, that could be it, but I doubt it,” Roger replied. “Come on, we have work to do,” he finished.

      “Yeah, work,” Nick replied, but he didn’t have a better word for it.
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      She stood there, staring off into the ocean, into the sunrise, alone. The protocol on the ship was lax. Lax to the point where it was suspicious, weird. Nothing like she’d ever experienced since joining the military.

      The insanity of the past few years had taxed everyone, and after the chaos, all she wanted to do was make a difference.

      “So, you got the letter, too?” a voice asked, and she jumped a little. It was so quiet and peaceful out here it caught her off guard.

      “I’m on the ship, just like you and, by my estimation, about a hundred other people like you,” she replied, annoyed.

      “My name is Alex, and I’m—” she stopped him. “Didn’t you read the letter? No ranks, don’t be telling me what you do,” she replied. “Courtney,” she replied. “Oh, by the book, cool, I guess,” he replied. “Yeah, we’re all on this boat for something special, right? I’m not sure what it is, but I have a feeling breaking the rules is not something we want to do this late in the game,” she replied.

      “Fair,” he replied, then stared into the rising sun.

      “Any gossip?” she asked, and he smiled. “Everything, from being food for some kind of giant beast, hunting aliens, to some secret program. Everyone who broke the rules seems to be talented, special operations, black wet work assassin types. I suppose we all have our gifts,” he said.

      “Bunch of rule breakers,” she replied, “but it is weird so many highly skilled people would be brought together. Maybe there’s some kind of threat they’ve kept under wraps?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. But I do know that’s a strange-looking island, and we seem to be getting closer to it. I didn’t think there was anything out here,” Alex said.

      Something about this place was making him nervous. “I’m not sure I’m a fan of that. Look at the place. The sun and the ocean make it look like it’s almost on fire,” she noticed the mirage.

      “I think we should get something to eat. I have a feeling that’s where we’re going, and we’re not going to find much there,” Alex replied.

      “Yeah, you can sit with me,” she said. He smiled, and the two of them were just about to move to the mess hall, then a high-pitched alarm started going off all over the ship.

      “What the hell?” Alex asked, looking around.

      “Attention. There is an island on the port side. Your orders are to get to the island. You will get your orders once you get to shore,” a voice said. It sounded like a recording, and it was unusual. She couldn’t quite explain why, but it didn’t seem official.

      Alex and Courtney waited for some kind of procedure to take place. Boats to be put in the water, or something. The alarm sounded again, two more times. Then the message repeated itself. It was clear to both of them the ship wasn’t getting any closer.

      “Do they just expect us to swim?” she asked, looking at the distance. It was a long way off. Or it felt like it.

      “Advantage to the Marines and Navy members, I guess,” Alex said.

      “Is this a race? Why don’t they get closer?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. I don’t like it either. None of this feels good,” he replied.

      Then the alarm shut off, and the ship remained silent. There were no higher-ranked officers barking orders, nothing either of them expected. Just dead silence. The sound of the ocean beating against the hull of the ship, and the weird island in the distance.

      The higher the sun got in the sky, the more sinister the island looked.

      Pretty soon, the side and front of the ship were overcrowded with people, and a cacophony of voices, everyone asking questions, talking with one another, trying to decide what to do.

      With this much weight, the ship was listing to the side. Still, no orders came.

      Alex looked at her. “I’m sure the water’s miserable, but I think we can make it,” he said.

      “Race you, I guess,” she replied.

      Then, Courtney jumped off the side and into the ocean. Alex wondered how many people would jump in at a weird angle and hurt themselves. This felt like a real bad idea. This whole thing did, but then he followed her in.

      Alex was right, the water was cold and miserable.

      “Anything broken?” Alex asked.

      “Nope,” Courtney replied, then looked back at the boat as the net was being thrown over the side.

      “Guess we could have waited a bit,” she said.

      “Where’s the fun in that? Let’s go,” he replied and started to push towards the island. The idea of a race had disappeared, now they needed to make it to land.
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      The swim was tough, but soon Courtney and Alex made it to the black shores of the island.

      “That, yeah, that sucked,” Courtney said, doing her best to trudge through the thick, black sand.

      “I’ve had better experiences,” he replied.

      They looked back to the sea. The only thing they could see was a crowd of swimmers in the water following them, and the ship was already leaving.

      “I guess we’re stuck here?” she asked.

      “I’m sure we’ll find out more. Come on. I see something over there. Looks like, uh, a statue,” he said.

      She looked and saw it too. The two of them started to move toward it as others began arriving on the beach. Some were a lot more tired and worn out than others. They didn’t worry about the others.

      They walked down the beach toward the only thing worth looking at.

      It was a worn sign there on the beach. Paint was peeling, and it looked older than it should have been. Something was off about it. It only read this:

      ‘Welcome to Blackfire Island. Seek the doors.’

      “That’s weird,” she said.

      “Oh my God,” Alex said as he turned his attention to the monument.

      “The Delta Squad—they disappeared. I remember seeing them on TV when I was a kid,” Alex said, staring at the figures.

      “I was just trying to survive, we all were. I’m not too clear on what happened back then. All I know is things were hell for a long time, then it was like someone snapped their fingers, and we’re all fine,” she replied.

      “Madness. It was insanity. No one was even sure these guys were real. I guess they were after all,” Alex said.

      A bronze monument, five figures stood there with unique weapons in their hands. Dressed in armor. They were facing the east. On the base of the monument, only one word was there: ‘Undefeated.’

      “Do you think this is where a new squad is picked?” she asked.

      “I’m more worried about how they are picked right now. Something doesn’t feel right,” he replied.

      She couldn’t help but feel the same way. The crowd around them was growing, and a low murmur was beginning to spread.

      Alex felt something shift under his feet, as if something was moving through the sand.

      “What?” he asked and turned to face the crowd.

      He looked toward the beach and saw three people looking as if they were confused, stuck in the sand. Alex watched as they struggled to lift their feet, but something stopped them. Then, to his horror, he watched as something dragged them into the dirt.

      “What the?” he asked. Then scanned the beach, the same thing started happening to others.

      “Oh my God. Get to the trees, get off the beach. Run!” he yelled, and Courtney didn’t bother turning around to look.

      The two of them ran into the trees, the rest of the crowd did the same.

      They broke through the tree line and moved through the forest a bit before coming to a stop.

      “What the hell, man?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “No idea, never seen anything like it,” he replied, trying to catch his breath.

      Then Alex looked around and noticed the trees were off. He’d never seen anything like them before. Then he noticed one of the trees was looking back at him, a black, shiny eye.

      “What?” Courtney couldn’t take her eyes off it.

      She had never seen anything like this. Then, to her horror, the trunk began to open, a mouth full of teeth.

      “I don’t—” she trailed off.

      The forest was filled with screams coming from every direction. Alex focused on the ones that were closest.

      “Come on,” he said. She didn’t know what to do. This was all too horrifying to even imagine, and she’d seen some rough stuff in her time, but this this was insanity.

      There was no time to argue. She backed up from the angry tree and realized that all of the trees might do this at any time. There was no sense to it.

      The two of them ran towards some more screaming, when all logic screamed at them to go the other direction. She glanced into Alex’s brown eyes, and it was almost clear to her that he had some kind of an idea or plan. She also hoped that this wasn’t going to just get them killed.
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      The two of them ran through the alien trees to see a man and a woman holding another woman by her arms. Two brown tendrils were around her waist, pulling her toward the open mouth of the alien tree.

      “We should leave them to it while the monsters are busy,” she said. Alex looked at her. “Or we team up to try and get through this,” he said, pulled out a knife from his belt, and rushed forward.

      “Sure, we can help them. Pretty sure they wouldn’t help us, but, you know, whatever,” she said. Also, she didn’t want to be alone, so she rushed forward with him.

      Alex sliced through the closest tendril. It cut easier than he expected. The thick yellow blood sprayed for a moment, and then the tree yelped, as if the pain had reached it, letting her go, retracting the tendril, and the three of them hit the ground at the sudden change in momentum.

      For a second, Alex felt bad about doing that. Like he’d just kicked someone’s dog. “Are you alright?” he asked.

      “Yeah, thanks,” she replied as they started to get back up.

      “The evil dead tree? Well, I don’t want to talk about it,” she said. Alex wiped the yellow blood off his blade on the grass and put it back.

      “I’m Alex, who are you?” he asked.

      The one who was about to become a meal almost smiled. “I’m Mina,” she replied.

      “Tyler, and thanks,” he replied.

      “Dani,” she said with a nod, still trying to wrap her head around what was going on. “I’m Courtney. We shouldn’t stick around here,” she said, looking around for any other signs of attack.

      “Good plan. Where do we go from here?” Tyler asked.

      Alex shrugged. “I don’t know, but we should stick together. If any of these trees get uppity again, we have a better chance of staying alive. Take a listen. The screaming isn’t so common anymore. I think this forest is making short work of all the lone wolves and the Rambo types,” he said.

      “I hear that. Let’s keep moving,” Dani said.

      “Where are we going?” Courtney asked.

      Alex shrugged. “We’re looking for those gates, remember? Let’s go, hmm, that way,” he pointed deeper into the forest.

      “Sure. Deeper into the human-eating forest,” Tyler said.

      “Well, we can’t go back. We know what’s back there, the man-eating sand. We don’t know what’s that way, so we go that way,” Alex said.

      “Makes sense to me. Let’s get the hell out of here,” Mina replied.

      “I hate this place. No bugs but evil mutant trees. Why did it have to be evil trees?” Tyler asked.

      “I don’t know,” Alex replied. But he noticed that ever since he cut that one up, the others hadn’t been aggressive. Actually, if it weren’t for all the screaming in the distance, this place was almost nice—at least he thought so.

      “I hope all of this has a point,” Mina said.

      “It does. Didn’t you see the statue? It was the Delta Squad. This has to be a big deal. We just need to make it to the end,” Alex replied.

      “The Delta Squad? Didn’t they, I don’t know, go nuts and try to take over the whole country once?” Dani asked.

      “Yeah, they did, but then it turned out they didn’t. I don’t remember. No one talks about it,” Courtney replied.

      “The more you talk, the more chances something is going to hear us. Quiet. I think I see something up ahead,” Alex replied and kept moving.

      A few minutes later, he broke through the tree line, and there was a red shrine. It reminded them of something almost Japanese, but not quite.

      The paint was peeling—if it was paint. Beyond was a path that disappeared as it turned a corner.

      “I suppose that’s our destination?” Tyler asked.

      They looked around for anyone else. No one had made it out the other side, and now, the screaming had come to an end. Nothing but the wind blowing through the trees now.

      “I don’t think anyone else is going to show up,” Mina said and tried not to think about what happened to everyone else. It was tough not to.

      “Do we just go through the gate then? No traps, no tricks? Is there going to be any kind of devil waiting for us on the other side?”

      Alex pulled his knife back out. “I got a knife. We’ll be fine. Just keep your head on a swivel, watch the ground. It could be invisible,” he said.

      “Invisible monsters. That’s how I want to die, I think. Torn to pieces by something we can’t see,” Dani replied.

      “You can always go back to the flesh-eating trees,” Courtney replied.

      “I see your point,” Dani replied.

      “I’ll go first,” Tyler said.

      “What, because you’re the biggest?” Alex asked.

      “Yes, the biggest target. Anything happens to me, you either run or help. Be ready,” he replied and walked to the gate, hesitating a second before stepping through it.

      He scanned the ground, looking for anything that had changed or might be running at him, but there was nothing. The silence made it easy to hear anything that might be close, but there was nothing here.

      “I think it’s safe,” he said. The others took their steps over the threshold, still, nothing happened.

      “So, I know they told us not to talk, but I’m Alex. Army Ranger, Delta Green Division. How about you?” Alex asked.

      “I suppose no one cares anymore. Just call me an infiltrator. I get behind enemy lines and I do what needs to be done,” Dani said.

      “Okay, that cleared it all up. I jump out of airplanes and tend to the wounded,” Tyler said. “Or I used to, when there were wounded. Now I’m here on an island from Hell,” Tyler said.

      “I blow things up,” Courtney replied. “That’s my job. Demo expert, disarming stuff,” she said, still not feeling comfortable about breaking the rules.

      “Sniper,” Mina replied.

      “Well, aren’t we just a sharing group,” Alex replied as he led the way down the path.

      The farther they walked down this path, the less sunlight got through as the walls beside them continued to grow.

      “I feel like we’re being watched,” Tyler said.

      “I would bet we are being watched. I’d trust that feeling,” Alex replied.

      “Hopefully this path doesn’t lead to another death trap,” Dani said, looking at the stone walls.

      “Look at all the weird carvings on the walls. I wonder how old these things are,” Mina asked. The carvings looked as if they had been made in a hurry but didn’t make any sense to them.

      “I’d guess it’s a warning that translates to, ‘No please, turn back, death awaits at the end of the road,’” Tyler replied.

      “I’d imagine you’re right, but where else are we going to go?” Alex asked.

      “I am regretting answering this call. I could have been sleeping in my bunk right about now, or watching Opticon, but no, I’m here instead,” Courtney replied.

      “You sure complain a lot,” Mina said. “Personally, I like a little adventure,” she finished. Courtney rolled her eyes.

      “Oh yeah, this is going to be all kinds of fun,” Alex said to himself.

      The five of them kept walking, and it wasn’t very long until the path opened up.

      “What the hell is this, some kind of game show?” Tyler said and looked at the six doors standing before them. The white one on the far left side was wrapped in rusty old chains.

      A sky-blue one. A door that looked like it was covered in blood. A door that was white, marble, and old. One that looked as if it was made of black glass, and the last one that looked like it was on fire.

      “So what? Do we pick a color or, what do we do?” Dani asked, looking confused.

      “I don’t know. I think we should go to the door that feels right. I have no idea what’s on the other side,” Alex replied.

      “Hell, I imagine,” Tyler replied.

      “This really is the Delta Squad, god damn it,” Courtney said, wanting to hit something. “What’s wrong?” Mina asked.

      “You mean those terrorists that were responsible for killing everyone I liked in my family? Them. Screw them. I hope they all died,” Courtney said and continued, “The only reason I joined up was for the chance to hunt them down and get some answers, and now I’m expected to follow in their footsteps?” she said and looked down at the ground.

      “Well, didn’t it turn out that those were impostors anyway?” Mina asked.

      “They looked just like the real ones. It was stupid confusing,” Mina replied.

      “Also, maybe your answers are right through that door,” Alex suggested.

      Courtney couldn’t argue with that point. It didn’t make her feel any less upset. Then she looked at the doors.

      “The one that looks like how I feel, the fire one. Why not. This is all some kind of stupid little game anyway,” she said.

      “Hey, be careful,” Alex said.

      Courtney didn’t bother looking back at him. “Sure, whatever,” she replied, walked to the door. She put her hand on the old handle, and it was hot to the touch. She twisted the handle and pulled the door open. Nothing but a black void, impossible because from the outside, the door didn’t lead anywhere.

      “See you later,” she said, took a deep breath, and stepped inside. The door closed behind her and faded away.

      “Magic doors, wonderful. I’ll take the one that looks like it’s bleeding,” Tyler said.

      “You sure?” Alex asked.

      “Do you want it?” he asked.

      “Fair point. See you on the other side,” he replied, moved forward, and opened the door. Another black void. Tyler stepped inside. The same thing happened.

      “I get the white one,” Mina said and laughed at the idea.

      Alex looked at her, confused.

      “What? A sniper that chooses white. It’s a game, right? Who cares?” She stepped on through, and the door closed behind her.

      “See you on the other side then. No way am I picking blue,” Dani said and picked the black one. Maybe it was all black and was fading away in places, she couldn’t tell. Alex watched her disappear through the door.

      “What’s wrong with blue? The sky is blue. Fine, whatever,” he said, and didn’t like being out here alone. He took one last glance at the chained-up door and thought about trying to undo the chains but figured he didn’t want the actual invisible monster to show up and eat him.

      Alex walked to the blue door, opened it, and walked through.
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      Tyler looked at his surroundings. It looked like a typical house, but the walls were drenched with fresh blood. Tyler had no idea where this blood came from, and there was no way out. He’d had a pretty tough childhood, and getting out of those Syndicate camps alive was one hell of a feat—he never gave up. He had to give up many things in order to make it.

      Humanity was almost one of those things.

      He hated what he saw. He hated everything people were capable of, and he had nearly given up his sanity in the process of getting out, but eventually, the power was broken, and he escaped like countless others. Maybe this house was just a projection of how he saw the world in physical form. He put his finger against the left wall. It felt like a real projection to him.

      He liked money and got a taste for killing Syndicate guards. Now he could do it for the best reason he could think of—defending freedom.

      He would defend the hell out of this freedom. Somehow, it led him here.

      Tyler put the rest of his hand on the blood-covered wall. It was still warm, too. He knew what it felt like, how it smelled.

      Oftentimes, he was put on body disposal duty at gunpoint in the camps. Just another thing to get used to.

      He didn’t know where this path would lead, but he would go down it and meet whatever lay at the end. Despite it all, he felt better being here than he did on the Island where the trees had teeth. It was a strange thing to feel in a place like this.

      The bloody tunnel was unrelenting, and the house façade disappeared in a hurry. Now the tunnel was leading down at a slight angle—at least he thought so. He was also thankful the floor wasn’t covered. Blood was hard to walk in, after all.

      He didn’t mind this much, but still, the farther he walked, the more he wondered about what kind of person would make something like this, or even how. Too many questions. Maybe there’d be answers at the end of it all.
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      Courtney walked into exactly what she and many millions of others were sure hell was supposed to look like. Straight into an everlasting sea of fire, and there wasn’t a path forward. Thinking this was some kind of mistake, she turned around and looked only to see nothing but a stone wall behind her.

      “Should have expected that.”

      Then she tried to move toward the flames and the heat. She could only get so close before it became too much, and she had to back off. There was no smoke here. It was strange to think something could burn like this, but there was no smoke. Everything she understood about how fire worked was turned upside down here.

      She walked towards the wall and picked up a rock. It was hot, but not unbearable. Picking it up and doing the only thing she could do, she threw it into the flames as hard as she could and watched as the rock cut through the fire, making a passageway. It revealed a pathway all the way up to where it fell, sending ashes into the air.

      She closed her eyes and knew how to go forward, but at the same time, she didn’t want to do it like this.

      It was suicide to attempt to cross like this, but there was no other way to do it. Courtney watched as the path filled up with flames a couple of minutes later.

      She saw that rock disappear in the flames. This puzzle had been solved, but there was no way of knowing how far or where to go from there. She had to think about this, but in the meantime, she walked around and picked up as many rocks as she could carry.
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        * * *

      

      Mina found herself in a slice of hell.

      It was raining, dark, and this was not what she expected. There was thunder in the air, but it wasn’t coming from the sky. It only took a few seconds to realize that this door had led into a warzone.

      She took cover in a crater and hoped no one saw her. She could hear screaming over the sounds of cannons and the sound of automatic weapons. She was not ready for this situation and tried to get a bearing on what was going on and where she had to go.

      This wasn’t real. It couldn’t have been, but she didn’t want to chance it. She couldn’t stay here in this hole and knew that she had to use her training to stay alive.

      As far as she knew, she was alone here. She peeked over the muddy ridge and only saw a torn-up landscape being destroyed with explosions that had no source. It was a phantom war—all the violence of a battle and none of the blood.

      In the distance, she could see a door. A black door that seemed to be a hole in reality.

      This was obviously the goal, but it was so far away that there didn’t seem to be any way to get there—not in one piece, anyway. She was almost sure that there was no time limit on this event, or at least she hoped there wasn’t. Soon, she began to crawl, inches at a time, before something nearby exploded and made her stop in her tracks.

      This was going to take forever, and she was always on the verge of just getting up and trying to sprint past the explosions. However, she didn’t think that was the most intelligent thing to do, so she fought it with all she had to not do this, feeling like being seen was instant death.

      Each time there was an explosion, she stopped as the mud rained down. She was determined to keep moving forward, despite all odds against her.
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        * * *

      

      Dani walked into the night. Literally.

      She walked into a place where the sky was filled with the biggest moon she had ever seen. The grass was short, and there were no stars in the sky. There was no wind. No sound. To her left was a long stick, and she picked it up.

      “Alright, I heard stories about this part. Come and get me,” she said and held the stick in both hands, narrowing her eyes. Then the ground exploded in many places around her. Mysterious, ancient-looking armored things tore themselves from the dirt, all holding weapons that would turn her stick into shreds. She smiled.

      “Looks like he was right, good,” she said, took a breath, and began running right into the horde of metal things that waited for her, armed only with her speed and her stick. Now wasn’t the time to hesitate.
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        * * *

      

      Alex was treated to an icy wasteland. The harshest environment he could imagine. This was some kind of special hell created just for him because he happened to hate the cold weather, but this was nothing but pure cliffs of ice and death as far as he could see.

      “I hate this,” he said and was freezing already. Not dressed for winter, the frost was already forming on his sleeves.

      “Right,” he said, looking at the ice forming on the edges of his clothes, and ventured forth. Doing his best to ignore the frozen people in the ice whose eyes gazed at him as he walked down the path provided. Every step was tough because no matter where he stepped, he felt as if he was going to fall. For some reason, he knew that if he fell, he’d never leave alive. It wasn’t based on any facts. It was just a dark feeling that fell over the whole place.

      The sky was black, the ice was jagged, and everything felt like what he imagined death to feel like. None of this made any sense, and he hated things that didn’t make sense. If it was this bad for him, he could only try to imagine how bad the others had it.

      Too many things were running through his mind right now, but those thought processes were getting slower as his body temperature began to drop with each passing step. He didn’t want to give up, but wasn’t sure how much of the biting cold he could take.
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      Dani stumbled out of a black cave. Her arms were cut open in several places, and she was bleeding from deep wounds on her back, arms, and one deep cut across her stomach. She stumbled a few steps forward, then collapsed to her knees, doing her best just to breathe.

      “You’re not dead,” Mina said, emerging from the dark right behind her, covered in mud and burns. Her eyes were wide, and she couldn’t stop shaking.

      “Not yet,” Dani replied. “Soon, I imagine,” she finished.

      “Come on. The altar is over there. Get me there,” Dani said. Mina looked at her. “What?” she asked. “Look, it’s right there. You have to trust me,” she replied. All Mina saw was a slab of rock—it didn’t look like much of an altar to her.

      “Alright, come on,” Mina said, helping her stand up. Despite her best efforts, Dani cried out anyway. The two of them started to make their way to the altar.

      Courtney’s skin was charred black on both arms. She was barely breathing when she limped out of the cave’s opening. Her boots were melted, and with each step, some of the rubber was still sticking to the ground. In her left hand, she held onto a rock as tight as she could, as if it were the only thing keeping her alive.

      She wanted to talk, but it felt like her lungs had been burned along with the rest of her. The air around her was freezing to the point of being painful, and all she wanted to do was die.

      Tyler stepped out of the cave behind her.

      His hands were covered in gore, his clothes had turned red, and he was dripping with blood so thick it looked black under the light of the moon. He stared straight ahead. Courtney glanced at him and had to look away.

      “God,” she managed to get out in a painful whisper. Tyler saw the other two ahead of him and moved in that direction, as if he were more man than machine now.

      Alex had frostbite. Everything was numb, besides the parts that felt like they were burning. He was pretty sure his toes were gone. His clothes were frozen. He looked at the altar, it looked so old. Then he looked at Courtney.

      “Come on, crispy, we gotta go that way,” he managed to say through the shivering. “Gotta keep moving. Die if you stay still, you know?” he said. Courtney could barely understand him but felt he was right. She pushed herself off the rock, wincing in pain as her burnt flesh flaked off and left a trail behind her as she walked.

      They made it to the altar, a simple stone with six sides, engraved with more of those symbols from the gates.

      Dani had her bloody hand on one of the symbols already. Mina did too.

      “Come on. All of you, put one of your hands here, like this,” she said. The others didn’t quite understand it, but they listened.

      “How do you know all of this?” Alex asked. Dani looked at him but didn’t have a chance to answer.

      A beam of bright green light burned down from the sky and covered them all in it. The sky sounded as if it were going to tear open, and the stars were screaming. It only lasted a few seconds, then all was quiet again.

      Dani’s wounds closed. Courtney’s flesh healed right before their eyes. Weakness faded in all of them. Alex could feel his toes.

      “What the hell?” Tyler asked as the blood boiled off his skin. He felt better than he ever had before.

      “I don’t know, but if we could put this in a bottle, we could make all the money,” Mina said. “I feel like I could fight the world,” she finished.

      “Me too,” Dani said, looking for scars where the wounds were but couldn’t find any.

      “Now what?” Courtney asked, finally able to breathe again with no pain. “Take over the world, I guess,” Tyler replied.

      Then they heard footsteps behind them and turned to see who it was.

      “Well, the easy part is over. Welcome to the Delta Squad. Your training begins now,” Erin said.

      Courtney glared—the Delta Squad was responsible for so much pain. Now was as good a chance as any to get even. She took off in a dead run before anyone could react to her.

      It was a quick and simple thing to take her to the ground by grabbing her by the arm, twisting it behind her, and pressing her into the ground with a knee in the back of her neck hard enough to snap the bone.

      She screamed, and the others started to move in their direction.

      “We are not what you think. Your questions will be answered. Give me a chance,” Erin said and stood up. Courtney pulled her arm back—it snapped into place, and the pain faded away immediately. She stood up on her own.

      “A chance?” she asked. “You didn’t give anyone a chance. You set up camps. You are the Syndicate. I should kill you,” Courtney said.

      “I am not the Syndicate you know. It’s a long story. Speaking of stories—whatever you saw to get here, keep it to yourselves. I’m sure you’ll all tell your stories someday if you live long enough, but for now, keep it to yourself,” she said.

      “What happens now?” Mina asked.

      “Now, you follow me, and we get to work,” Erin replied, turned around, and started walking away.
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      Shane woke up in his hotel room. The first thing he did was look at the wall where he had put the blade the night before. It made him smile each time, today was the day he was going to act. It only took him twenty minutes to get ready.

      He picked up the blade, then moved out into the cold air. It didn’t bother him. Shane felt more alive than he had since the world almost ended. He moved to the car, got in, and started it up. He had to make one more stop to start the rest of his plan.

      Shane made his way down the streets, attracting no attention from anyone as he went, following all the rules of the road, making his way to the parking lot of a large white building. The trip didn’t take very long.

      The words ‘S-corp’ were plastered on the top of the building in deep red letters. Shane wondered what the “S” stood for, but it didn’t matter.

      He got out of the car and brought his blade with him. He felt as if nothing could touch him. As he approached the building, now, he gathered attention.

      People in suits stopped talking on their phones and turned to look. Conversations died. A man in a white suit with a long, silver blade in his left hand moving towards the main door was not something they had seen.

      Shane paid them no attention as he opened the doors and moved to the front desk. “Hello, I am here to see the boss of this company, the CEO, whatever you want to call it. Would you be a dear and send him down as soon as you could?” he asked the woman behind the desk.

      She was confused. “I just check people in. I don’t have any contact with the CEO. I am going to have to ask you to leave. Weapons aren’t allowed on the grounds,” she said, glancing at the sword.

      “I think I’ll stay,” Shane replied, calm as ever. She smiled. “Sure, I’ll send him right down. Take a seat over there, and it’ll be just a minute,” she replied. Shane nodded. “Thanks, it won’t be long now,” he replied and did as she asked. He went to sit down. The sword lay across his lap.

      The woman picked up the phone. “Yeah, I think you already know, but we have a Code 2 on the main floor,” she said.

      “We’re aware, just stay calm, wait a few minutes, then get to safety,” the voice on the phone replied. “Got it,” she replied and hung up.

      Shane waited with a smile when two large, armed men arrived a few minutes later. “Sir, we are going to escort you from the building,” the one on the right said in a deep voice. Shane looked at them. “No, this is a mistake. I am waiting for the man in charge. Could you get him for me?” he asked.

      Clearly, they were dealing with a crazy person. They looked at one another. “Yeah, sure, just come with us, he’s outside,” the one on the right said.

      Shane stood up with a smile. “Oh, good, let’s go say hi. I have a great idea, and he’s going to love it,” Shane said. To the two guards, he seemed oblivious to what was going on.

      He started to walk back to the doors. Then he noticed the police car waiting. The smile never went away as he made it back outside.

      “Drop the weapon,” a booming voice said. The two officers had their guns drawn on him. Shane stopped. “Are you empty?” he asked, before they could understand the question. He held his weapon in front of him. “Do you have a purpose?” he asked again in his same calm voice. The officers looked at one another, then back to the crazy guy.

      “Yeah, it’s to bring you in,” the guy said and started walking in Shane’s direction.

      “I was hoping not to have to do this in public, but you will all know soon enough anyway,” he said and pulled the blade out.

      The silver blade burst into bright flames. “God has given me authority on this world. You are in the presence of the divine. Bow before me,” Shane said.

      The light of the fire mesmerized anyone who saw it. The warmth made them feel good, too. The officers lowered their weapons. The security guards backed off, the crowd in the parking lot started to gather, and Shane knew he had the real deal—not the way he wanted to test it, but this did the job.

      “Now,” he turned back to the security guards, “bring me to your leader. We have much to talk about,” he said.

      “Yes, right this way,” the guard on the left replied, keeping his eyes lowered. He turned and led Shane back into the building and to the elevator. Everyone who saw the light of the sword didn’t feel afraid of it.

      Instead, it felt like coming home after a long day of work, being restful to the point that whomever they were talking to or whatever they were doing didn’t matter anymore. The elevator music was nice.

      When it opened, the guards moved ahead of Shane and to a set of doors. The guards opened the way, and Shane walked inside the big office.

      “What the hell is going on?” the man asked, almost standing up. “Don’t bother getting up. We need to talk,” Shane replied. The blazing light of the sword kept him down. “The world is lost. Poisoned by false faith, and even someone like you can feel it. Nothing’s right in the world. You’re going to help me fix it. We are chosen by God himself to bring balance back to the world,” Shane said.

      “How?” the man asked, eyes fixed on the blade.

      “You are going to help me relight the fire of faith in the world. We will use all the resources to save the world.”

      The man looked at his desk and smiled. “Tell me what you need,” he replied, and Shane smiled. “It’s going to take at least a year, though,” Shane said. The man nodded. “However long it takes,” he replied.

      Shane turned around and grabbed some fire off his blade, tossing it to the guards. “Take this home. Share the light and warmth with your families,” he said. The white fire floated through the air, and the guards reached out, grabbing it. The fire didn’t burn.

      “Let them touch the purity of the fire, and you will free them from the corruption in their souls. When they are free, they can share the sparks. Let the freedom spread like the fire it is. We will burn the evil from this world. The truth will be revealed,” Shane said.

      The two stared into the flames small enough to be held in their hands. “Yes, we understand,” they said in unison and left the office.

      “This is what we need to do,” Shane said with a smile as the office doors closed behind him.
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      Tyler stood in the sparring room. Opposite him were Mina and Dani.

      “This is your last chance to back out,” Tyler said, sliding his right foot back.

      “Not scared of you, never will be,” Dani replied.

      “It’s been a whole year and you’ve never beaten me. Maybe you’re just too stupid to be scared,” he replied. Dani ran at him, tired of his insults.

      She jumped and punched him in the face. It hurt. Tyler shifted to the side a bit, but it wasn’t enough to knock him off balance. Now she was too close. He pressed forward and used his right hand to hit her in the stomach so hard that it lifted her off the ground.

      Mina was right behind Dani and tried to tackle Tyler while he was off-balance. She ran into his body and did her best to shift his weight. He was able to resist.

      He used Dani’s falling body as a weapon and pushed Mina to the ground. “Give up yet?” he asked.

      Dani stood up and attacked. She was too fast for Tyler to block, and he got hit in the face again. She rushed past him and kicked him in the back of the left leg, causing him to fall. Mina grabbed him by the neck and started to squeeze.

      Tyler grabbed Mina’s wrist with his left hand and slammed the back of his right fist into Mina’s elbow, bending it backward. Mina screamed as the bone snapped, her grip disappearing.

      “You should have known better,” he said and tossed her back.

      Dani wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him backward, cutting off his air. “Give up already,” she said.

      She was sure he was going to say no, but there was no point in trying to talk now. Tyler reached up, grabbed two of her fingers, and snapped them.

      Dani let go as a reaction, and he pulled away. He spun and kicked her in the chest, knocking her into the wall.

      “Enough,” Erin said, walking into the room. “Why are you two idiots so aggressive? He controls the battle from the word go. It’s been a whole year, and neither—” she cut herself off. “Look, all of the skills and training aren’t going to help you if you don’t use your head in a fight,” she said.

      “Isn’t that the point, kill the enemy at all costs?” Dani asked.

      “Yes, but also be smarter, too,” she said, then the phone on her side came to life. She answered it.

      “Announcement?” she asked. The other three listened in but had no idea what was going on.

      “Alright, I’ll be on my way,” she said. “What is it?” Dani asked. Erin thought about it for a few seconds.

      “There’s been a situation we’ve been watching. A new religion has been spreading, and we think it’s mystical in nature,” she said.

      This was the first they had heard about this. “And you didn’t tell us why?” Tyler asked.

      “You’re in training, and we don’t know if this is going to amount to anything or not,” she replied.

      “You’re Delta Squad. You need to, well, try to be used sparingly. I guess you can watch the announcement with us. Clean yourselves up and meet us in the conference room in ten minutes,” Erin replied, then she walked out.

      Tyler smiled. “Doesn’t matter how smart you are or aren’t, neither of you can beat me. Just admit it.”

      “There’s no rush. I’ll figure out something that works, even if I have to cheat,” Mina replied. Dani nodded in agreement.

      “Whatever, let’s go or we’re going to be late,” Tyler said as he walked away.

      “You alright?” Dani asked, flexing her fingers.

      “Yep, this healing thing is a nice addition. Could have used it years ago,” Mina replied, testing her arm.

      “Come on, let’s get out of here,” Dani replied, and the two of them left the training room.

      “For the record, I think Tyler is scary,” Mina added.

      A few minutes later, the Delta Squad sat in the conference room at the big table. Erin and the others were on the opposite side.

      “So, you let the kids watch some TV?” Heath said, looking at the new squad.

      “Gotta let them out of the hole, it’s been a year,” Erin replied.

      “I guess,” Heath said.

      Being compared to kids made Alex almost reply, but a glance from Dani got him to change his mind.

      “So, the Way of Light has been spreading through the world. We don’t have much information. It’s a religion that appears to be an enhanced version of Old Christianity,” Erin said.

      “Enhanced?” Courtney asked.

      “Yeah. People who follow it are, well, let’s call them big fans. They don’t take well to criticism,” Erin replied.

      “So, it’s a cult?” Dani asked.

      “It’s a whole lot more. If you look at the followers with thermal imaging, they, well, they glow,” Roger said.

      “The best theory we have is some kind of mind control, but other than devotion to their religion, they seem normal. The leader hasn’t even been seen yet. In the old days, we’d know a whole lot more. It was a different time,” Nick added.

      Erin turned the big screen on, and the cameras were focused on a podium. The camera did a sweep, and there was a crowd, all of them dressed in white.

      “Oh, that, uh, kind of sends a message,” Mina said.

      “White is their color of purity, so, well, they all wear it. It’s strange,” Nick replied as the camera went back to the front, where the leader revealed himself to the public for the first time.
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      Shane stepped into the light and the public for the first time. The sword strapped to his side, dressed in a white suit.

      The crowd didn’t cheer or celebrate. They all waited patiently for their leader to speak to them for the first time. He put his hands on the side of the podium and took a breath. Then it was time to begin.

      “My friends. We have seen the very depths of hell. We have seen our planet ravaged by war and death time and again, and there was no real point to it all. We have all lost more than can ever be replaced.”

      The crowd cheered at these words, for a short time.

      “Yes. I am no different than you. I have bled, fought, and lost so much. All of that ends today. I present to you the beginning of a new age. The golden age of humanity will begin in just a few minutes. My team has followed the plan given to me from God,” he said.

      The crowd cheered again, like before, short, almost as if it were practiced.

      “The one and true God, our creator and savior, has delivered on his promise, and we are here offering it to every single person who will accept this miracle,” Shane said, then continued.

      “The Cyranthis cultists are worshipers of a false god. Despite what you have seen and heard, believe none of it. Behold, the truth and the future.”

      “Here at S-Corp, we have developed machines designed by God, built by the best minds in the world, that anyone who has the flame of faith can use,” Shane said.

      “Presenting for the first time, for every human believer in the True Savior, the heavenly body here on earth. Now, unlike any other time in history, the common man will be faster, stronger, able to fly with the angels as you were always intended to before the great fall of humanity,” Shane said.

      “The automobile is obsolete along with our sick addiction to the blood of the earth. We will grow stronger than ever before. Any who accept the faith are welcome. You will never be afraid of anyone ever again. God promised deliverance. Promises made, promises kept,” Shane said.

      “Presenting, the Armors of God,” Shane said, and the lights turned on behind him. On the stage were five familiar-looking suits of armor on display.

      The crowd cheered at the sight of the holy armors on display. To some people watching, these would have felt familiar.

      He pulled out his blade, the white fire reflected from the eyes of the crowd. The armors were impressive, but the sword was the real attraction.

      “Behold, the sword of God,” Shane said. This is what got the real cheers from the crowd. It was all the proof they needed to see that this was real.

      “The Holy Armor will be available to anyone who asks for it, anywhere in the world. The preachers, if they aren’t in your city, they will be soon,” Shane announced. Then the five bone white suits of armor behind him came to life and took off into the sky. Shane looked into the camera, smiled, and then the camera faded to black.
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      Erin saw these and looked away from the screen. The others in the room were shocked as well, even the more experienced ones. “How did they get those?” She was furious.

      “How’d they get what, armor or the burning stick?” Mina asked.

      “Any of it,” Erin replied.

      “Now is one of those times I wish we knew more,” Roger said.

      “At least we know who took the artifact now,” Nick replied.

      “Will someone explain what’s going on?” Alex asked.

      “Long story short, that blade is a blade from Heaven, those armors are older designs of the Delta Squad, and I’m sure that light screws with people’s minds somehow,” Erin replied.

      “Heaven?” Courtney asked.

      “Yeah, Heaven, Hell, other worlds. It’s all a thing. That’s an even longer story,” Nick replied. Strangely, the idea that Heaven and Hell were real didn’t make her feel any better. There was so much she didn’t understand.

      “It’s all real?” Dani asked.

      “Yes, and if we’re lucky—and we aren’t—this won’t blow up in our faces,” Heath said.

      “They unleashed an army on the world. Once this starts getting out, everyone will be a one-man army, and they will march in the name of God. I wonder if they figured out how to deal with that armor madness thing. That armor is the most advanced the world has ever seen, publicly. But it’s third-gen armor, at best,” Roger said.

      “Back to the original question. How did they make it? It took us several years to perfect the design, and we had all the things. What could they possibly have that would accomplish this kind of feat, undetected? This process requires massive amounts of energy to make even one suit, and they mass-produced them? We would have seen this, even as we are now. This is impossible,” Nick said, and the word “impossible” sent chills down everyone’s spine.

      The chill didn’t stop, and the lights dimmed a bit.

      “Oh, come on,” Nick said.

      “What?” Alex asked.

      “Erin’s… something likes to make an entrance. Come on, L, show yourself,” Roger said, looking around. Erin couldn’t help but smile a little.

      “L?” Mina asked.

      “Lucifer at your, service,” he said, appearing out of nowhere. “These must be the rookies you told me about. You’re right, they are a little on the scrawny side. Have they even had a fight yet?” he asked, looking at them.

      “Lucifer,” Courtney said.

      “Yes, dear, that’s my name. Let’s not wear it out. If you ever want to spar at some point, let me know. I didn’t come here for that, at least not right now,” he said, walking behind Erin.

      He put his hands on Erin’s shoulders. “Rewind the video,” he said. She didn’t ask why.

      “Stop,” he said and stared at the screen.

      “That blade is from Heaven, like you thought, it has no business being here. It’s my brother’s blade, handed down by dear old Dad. It was the one most people think was used against me to send me from Heaven. It shouldn’t be here. That fire on the blade makes people feel warm inside. Not quite mind control but close. Soul fire does that. There’s lots of it upstairs,” he said.

      “Great. More cosmic super weapons on Earth. Just what we need,” Roger said.

      “Yep. Can’t you—I don’t know—go take it back?” Heath asked.

      “Right now, that pipsqueak is the closest thing to what you’d call God on Earth. I could try, but I have a feeling he’d send me back to Hell or, who knows where. Also, this is your world. Something like this shouldn’t even be a problem for you. Just use these newbies to go get it. What could go wrong?” Lucifer asked.

      “Besides, all he’s doing so far is, well, seems to be a whole lot of nothing. Not being evil or genocidal,” Lucifer said.

      “Yet,” Erin replied.

      “What should we do?” Nick asked.

      “This is religion, and there is nothing we can do. If we reveal ourselves now, we will be the enemy they need to unify everyone into becoming a real army,” Erin said, shaking her head and pushing play.

      Shane was there, waving to the crowd. Then he turned to the camera, pointed at it, and smiled. As if he knew exactly who was watching and knew how helpless they were to do anything about it. Then the screen faded to black.

      “Did he do that last time?” Roger asked.

      “No,” Erin replied.

      “Like I said, your boy here is cosmically charged. Wouldn’t make any ambitious plans because I’m sure he can look into them at any time,” Lucifer said

      “We’ll ask Vanex if she can make a shield,” Heath replied.

      “Good idea,” Lucifer replied.

      “What in the hell is going on?” Alex asked, feeling more like a child than anything.

      “What’s going on is you’re starting armor training first thing in the morning. Get some rest,” Erin replied.

      “Would you like some coffee?” Lucifer asked. “Would love some. Let’s get out of here. The rest of you, prepare for training,” Erin said, then the two of them disappeared.

      “Is this normal?” Alex asked.

      “Yep,” Heath replied.

      “I can deal with it,” Dani said. “I guess I can too,” Tyler added.

      “Great. Go get something to eat, get some rest—you’re going to need it,” Roger replied.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “So, how are we supposed to rest? I’ve been waiting to get into the suit since she mentioned it,” Dani said as they walked back to their quarters.

      “Lay down, close your eyes, and think of America until you get bored enough to pass out, I guess,” Tyler replied.

      “Yeah, I guess. Why don’t we go to the lab and see it? We are the Delta Squad, right? Who’s going to stop us?” Courtney asked.

      “Good point, let’s go check it out,” Alex said, turning down the next hall and going left. The group made the short journey to a big set of metal sliding doors.

      “Lab 1,” Mina read the label.

      “So, does anyone know how to open the door?” Alex asked.

      Dani walked up to it and put her hand on the scanner. A green bar passed down the screen, under her hand.

      “DNA match, Hell Razor, accepted,” an electronic voice said.

      “Apparently, we ask for permission,” she said as the doors opened with a quiet hiss.

      The group walked into the lab. The place was full of dark capsules, each of them big enough to hold armor, but there were no obvious signs that there was anything in any of them.

      “Any idea where it is?” Tyler asked.

      “My guess is those five there in the back—you know, the ones with all the lights on,” Alex said, starting to walk towards the capsules.

      “Yeah, this has to be them. They match the colors of those gates we went through, sort of anyway,” Mina said as they got closer.

      “Damn, that’s some cool metal right there,” Mina said, staring at the white suit.

      “Yeah, it sure is. I hope we get to use it sooner rather than later,” Dani replied.

      “Yeah, but everyone will have this all over the world by the time we get it. Face it. We are outnumbered and obsolete—or will be. How do you fight a whole army?” Tyler said, shaking his head.

      “We always were. That’s the joke. It’s always been the joke. We were always pointless. Look at it. They always knew this was going to happen. They just keep us around as some kind of brutal, stupid tradition. How many had to die for us to get here? Why were we picked out of all of them? It makes no sense, and it has no reason. We might as well be the most elite window washers in the world for all the good we could do,” Courtney said.

      Alex saw his team beginning to feel the effects of panic. He couldn’t blame them but had to do something.

      “Come on. We were trained to be better than this. If we give up now, the enemy wins—if it even is an enemy. Face it. All of you know you want to go up there and bash that snake’s face in. Just look at him and tell me you don’t. Cyranthis or God, it doesn’t matter who you believe in. This guy took advantage of people at their weakest, and that’s wrong. This has nothing to do with God and everything to do with power and false security,” Alex said, and they all paid attention to their commander.

      They had respect for him. He had to put up with far worse treatment than the others. Every time anyone messed up, he took the punishment but never once complained about it.

      “Did someone say my name?” The group jumped at the sudden new voice and looked around. “And what are you doing in the lab?” Cyranthis was there with his golden eyes. He towered over them.
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