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      “Cody, can you hear me, come in,” Heath tried to regain contact with the commander of the Squad through the radio, but all that came through was static. Blackfire Island waited for any signs of life. several minutes felt like hours in the command center.

      The eyes of the lower floors were glued to their various screens, sticking to their posts and doing their jobs, trying to find ways to reestablish communication with the team.

      A voice cut through the endless static. “Alive,” The signal was weak. “Someone clear that mess up,” Heath ordered once it was reestablished. “Rizan is dead. The team is alive, no survivors.  No one made it,” Cody’s voice came through the static in broken pieces. Heath narrowed his eyes. He didn’t believe that. After all, they lived through it.

      With no eyes on the situation, there was no choice but to trust them. He hated that. “Stand by, hold your position for pickup,” Heath replied. He sat down and let out a sigh of relief as he picked up the phone beside him.

      “Erin. Mission accomplished. Send the Aurora and get them home,” Heath ordered and hung up. Of course, experience told him it was never over. He placed his hand back on the black phone again in anticipation of what came next.

      Seconds later, the phone rang again, and he picked it up, rolling his eyes a few seconds later. “What do you mean did we get it? We are sending the chopper now. Your precious rock is MIA for now, and hopefully, it stays that way. No good can come of that thing,” Heath said, trying to keep his temper.

      “Zeron forces lost what was there. All your people would have died too if they went. I don’t know how the Squad made it out alive or even what happened. I’m sure we’ll get eyes on the situation soon. I’ll send you the report when I get it. Tell your people to calm down. The crisis is over,” Heath said and couldn’t help but smile.

      “Oh, you sent a file over. I’ll look at it and talk to you later,” Heath said, hung up the phone turned to a computer monitor to access his account. There was a file waiting for him as the Professor had said. It was marked “Cyranthis Stone Information.” Not thinking twice, he opened it.

      Twenty seconds later, every computer screen in the command center went black with a message in red: “This is what you get when you send the Syndicate lap dogs to a job meant for the Guardians. Call us next time.”

      “That bastard,” Heath said. “I’m going to kill them all someday,” he finished as his phone rang.

      “Yes, I am aware that every system is down, Nick. Fix it. It’s their idea of a prank. We need an upgrade anyway. A few more terabytes never killed anyone,” Heath replied and stared at the black screen as he hung up the phone.
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      The chopper moved over the jungle. Smoke rose from a clearing below. Some of the primitive-looking buildings were on fire, but others were sinking into the ground, almost melding with the ground itself. The clearing was pitch black the earth had been burned by something strong enough to kill everything it touched.

      “Our instruments are going insane. Do you see anyone down there?” one pilot said to the other.

      “I don’t see anything, but God, what happened down—wait. I see movement, five of them down there,” the other man pointed towards the ground in their direction. On the ground, five men covered in blood and the black ash that covered the ground limped away from a building that burned with bright green fire.

      The chopper landed. The side door slid open, and the five men wasted no time in climbing in. “Get us out of here,” Cody said as he pressed the communication button on the side of the chamber. Dustin looked out over the hellish scene of twisted, burning buildings and closed the door as the chopper began to rise.

      “What the hell was that back there?” Josh asked, his bleeding left hand covering a blackened piece of flesh on his right arm.

      “I don’t know. It’s dead, it’s all dead, and if we are lucky, we’ll never have to go back,” Wyatt replied. Blake stared at the floor. All he could think about was what he saw and was trying his best to forget all of it.

      “If we’re lucky, this was our one service. That’s the deal, right? One big mission then retirement?” Blake asked, eyes not wavering.

      “That’s the plan,” Josh replied, leaning back, grunting as his charred skin cracked while he moved.

      “No more talking,” Wyatt replied. It hurt to talk. It even hurt to listen right now.

      The rest of the trip was made in silence. In a few hours—how many wasn’t known to them as time was lost to their own personal thoughts—by the time they landed on Blackfire Island, they had recovered. The green light came on, and Cody opened the door and got out only to face their General standing there with arms crossed.

      “Did you recover the stone?” he asked them as they got out.

      “No, and it’s better we didn’t. That thing, whatever it was, isn’t worth having,” Cody replied as they started to walk to the door.

      “What happened out there?” Heath asked as they walked around him. He turned around.

      “Hell happened out there. I don’t know, but it’s over. You’d be better off not knowing. The stone, the Cyranthis cult, and everyone who was sent to that place is dead. I couldn’t tell you why they died or how. All I can tell you is that everything burned when the golden light touched it. It will be in my report. I’ll be sure not to leave anything out,” Cody said and followed the others inside.

      “I can’t wait to read that. Hope it’s longer than a page,” Heath said and followed them inside.

      “Maybe two pages,” Cody replied as they walked through the door.

      Wyatt got into his quarters and put his mud-covered sword across his lap as he sat on his bed. “Aren’t you lucky? The others have to put their weapons in holding, but I get to take you with. Yeah, you’re special or something,” he said to his blade. “Let’s get you cleaned up. Jungle mud and blood aren’t a good look for you,” he said, not wanting to get too comfortable. He got up and started the process to clean the blood off before he would take care of himself.

      Dustin walked into his room and sat down on the bed. “Why?” he asked himself as the reality of what they did set in. Even here in the quiet, he could still hear all the screaming. “Just shut up,” he said, reached over to the table beside his bed, opened a sliding door, and pulled out a bottle of deep red liquor. He twisted the cap off and swallowed a bunch of it.

      “Just shut up,” he said again, closing his eyes.

      Josh moved into his room and punched the wall as soon as the door shut behind him. “They got off easy,” he said, pulling his throbbing hand out of the dented metal wall. He could feel his broken knuckles pop back into place as he stretched his hand out. Josh wanted to make them suffer. It wasn’t right that they all torched by some weird lightshow. As much as he wanted to go back and do it over, there was nothing to do now but clean up and do his best to move on.

      Blake opened his door and looked down. There on the ground was the dime he left at the top of his door. “Someone was in my room,” he said while picking it up. He scanned the room and saw that everything else was how he left it. Everything but a long black hair laying on the floor, he almost missed in the fluorescent light.

      “Emily, what were you doing in my room?” he asked no one. He dropped the hair in the trash. It was a mystery for another day. Right now, he wanted to get cleaned up.

      Cody walked inside his room and tore his already ripped-up shirt off. It was so caked with blood that the thing broke as if it were frozen instead. He did his best not to think about it.

      “Everyone’s alive, mission success, man I’m good,” he said. With a smile, he climbed into the shower. Before meeting back up with the others, he figured he’d call home to see how they were doing. It was always nice to connect with Mom and Dad.

      It was a half hour later that the five of them met up in the briefing room at about the same time.

      “So, who else never wants to do a Syndicate mission again?” Dustin asked.

      “Yeah, it sucks, but it was our suck at least. Who’s up for going home?” Cody asked.

      “Hell yes,” Wyatt said, sitting in a chair and leaning back, stretching with a big yawn.

      “Yep, I’d say it’s time to go home. Rule of one, we all made it and are home free, heroes forever,” Josh said with sarcasm, but the word “heroes” didn’t make any of them feel that great. They wouldn’t call what they did heroic, only necessary.

      Emily walked into the room and got all their attention at once. She held a silver case at her side. “Guys, you did well out there. Once I get your reports, we can send you all home. Of course, you all know the rules, and the Syndicate will take care of its own,” she said as she sat down, took a strange-looking recording device out, set it on the table, and turned it on.

      “Emily, what were you doing in my room?” Blake asked. Emily’s eyes got wide for a second.

      “It was a thirty-six-hour shift. I was walking down the hall and figured you wouldn’t mind,” she replied.

      “Hey, what’s wrong with my bed? You can sleep in my room anytime you want,” Wyatt said with a slight chuckle. Emily rolled her eyes at the comment.

      “I’ll remember that for next time. Now, if we’re done, we can get started,” she replied. The five of them sat at the table. Their silence told her all she needed to know.

      “And here we go,” Emily said.
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      The unorthodox debrief lasted for four hours as each member told their version of the events. The last one to tell his story was the commander. After the last sentence was said, she shut off the device. After all the conversation, the silence felt weird. Emily took the initiative to break it.

      “You all seem alright to me, considering what you went through. As always, this will go into the archives, classified of course. You men are free to go wherever you like. We will be in contact if we need you. Keep your phones,” she said and placed the case on the table, opened it, and spun it around to reveal five black, average-looking smartphones.

      “Each of you gets one. If it rings, pick it up. No one else will have this number but us. Go out and enjoy the world you just helped save. You earned it,” she said and leaned back in her chair as each one took a phone, one by one, and looked at it for a second. “Those won’t come out for a couple of years, so be sure to keep them out of sight. The tech boys tell me they’ll be the next big thing,” Emily said, and Wyatt tapped on the black screen.

      “I can’t see people being interested in anything this small,” he replied. Then he slid it into his side pocket, and the others did too.

      “So, that’s it? We can go just like that?” Josh asked her because he figured there was more to it.

      “Yep, that’s all there is to it. I assumed you needed some alone time, so I arranged transport to take you back to the mainland. Five boats are waiting for you in the harbor. Get out of here before we change our minds,” Emily said. It was hard to tell if she was serious or not as her eyes intensified their glare and her smile disappeared.

      “Right, thank you. I think we’ll be leaving,” Cody said with a weak smile. He and the others got up and left the room. “So, that’s what it feels like to do that,” she said to herself. Emily smiled a little as she remembered when it was done to her and the rest of their team.

      The five of them wanted to leave Blackfire Island for many reasons but mainly because the place itself was dangerous in a way unlike any other place on earth. They moved down the well-lit halls in silence, knowing the way toward the entrance to the harbor. Walking outside, the sudden change from the dull interior light to bright natural light made them flinch, but it didn’t last long. The sun was lighting up the harbor and the black shoreline, making the ocean water sparkle. It looked like a painting.

      In a few minutes, the light would fade as the ‘mountain’ of Blackfire Island blocked it, casting a grim shadow over everything, returning to its natural state. “Come on, let’s go,” Wyatt said as he walked toward five gray transport boats waiting for them.

      The dock was old and appeared to be falling apart in places. If anyone knew anything about this place, it was a miracle they were able to get anything built here at all. The dark water was still, despite the gentle breeze.

      “Yeah, let’s get out of here. This place creeps me out,” Dustin said, and the others couldn’t help but agree with him. “See you guys later. Have fun, whatever it is you decide to do,” Blake said and was the first to walk towards his boat. Despite the ancient appearance of the wooden structure, he didn’t hesitate to cross it.

      “Fun, right. I’ll remember to do that. I hope I can still remember how to drive one of these things,” Josh said and followed Blake. The last three didn’t have anything to say, and they walked to their transports.

      The boats sped together, side by side, for a few minutes after reaching the open sea. Cody looked to his right and left and nodded. The others returned the gesture. One by one, they pulled away from the group, fading into the distance, destination unknown.
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      Nothing ever changed for the better. War still infested the world, and suffering only increased. Wyatt supposed the worst part of all was that the Cyranthis religion didn’t wither and die like it was supposed to after its leader and his compound were wiped out. Still, the terrible feeling in his stomach that they missed something wasn’t going to let him rest easy.

      There was nothing he could do but sit here on the top of a skyscraper in Los Angeles, ignore the breeze through his thin black street clothes, and think about it. Lately, he had found himself becoming isolated from society. At the same time, he dreaded the idea of being alone in this twisted world. Now the high places of the world were the only retreat he had left that made him feel halfway normal.

      His legs dangled over the edge, and his hands rested on the railing to keep people from falling off to their deaths as he mindlessly gazed into the endless sea of lights below him, a sea of orange starlight from the ground. His thoughts about failure, death, and leaving a job unfinished were shattered when someone else started to talk.

      “Hey, you can’t be up here,” a deep voice said from behind him, and Wyatt turned slightly to look at who it was. “Oh, look, it’s security guard B,” he said as he stood up.

      “Fine, I’ll leave,” he replied as he looked over all the lights below. “Come with me, and we’ll talk about this,” the guard said as he realized then what was about to happen, and his deep voice lightened. Wyatt laughed at him and shook his head.

      “If you even knew half the truth, it might be enough to drive you insane,” Wyatt said, then without any warning, he jumped off the side of the building, much to the horror of the guard as he rushed to the edge and looked down to see the falling person, but he saw no one. “Damn it, what a waste,” the security guard said and reached for his radio to report what had happened, but Wyatt’s hand stopped him from behind.

      “How did you? I saw you,” was all he could get out before the guard passed out from shock where he stood. “Yeah, I get that a lot,” Wyatt said as he caught the guy and dragged him back from the edge. He was about to leave when one of the brighter lights in the distance exploded. Even from here, Wyatt could see the dim flicker of the flames.

      “What the hell is that?” he asked himself and took his phone out, the same one he’d gotten some time ago, and waited for it to ring. He looked from the phone to the distant flames and when it didn’t ring, he figured that this had nothing to do with anything. “Oh well,” Wyatt said with a shrug, then made his way back to the exit.
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      Dustin was in some nameless bar, trying to get wasted, but having a healing factor made it difficult. He was keeping to himself. The place was noisy enough, and it was what he was looking for.

      The noise helped drown out the memories of battle. Too many nights he had nightmares of an ever-expanding golden light with faces of the dead within it. He was waking up in the night covered in sweat, and sometimes blood. He was never quite sure where the blood came from.

      Sometimes he glanced up to see people walking by, enjoying themselves, and he hated it. He’d long since forgotten what it felt like to be happy, but he could pretend if he had to. The music was a strange electronic buzz that he didn’t like, but it did the job well enough to keep the horror in his mind at bay.

      The noise started to die out, and it was enough to make him more aware of his surroundings. He had no idea what time it was, but it wouldn’t be the first time he lost time in a place like this.

      At first, he felt as if the people were getting close to him for no reason, but then it was apparent that something was happening because it was the big screen TV they were all watching now. Something had happened, and he didn’t want to know what it was.

      The tender behind the bar turned up the volume and killed the music at the same time. Dustin couldn’t help but pay attention to the news guy. Something told him he didn’t want to see whatever it was on the screen, so he closed his eyes and listened. His grip got tighter on his bottle as the words from the television began.

      “This is John Michaels reporting for KRGR news channel six out of Los Angeles. A bomb has gone off here at the Cyranthis Temple. The building was filled as they were getting ready to perform their midnight mass for their ‘Festival of the Trucido’ celebration. The building holds six hundred. As you can see behind me, firefighters are desperately trying to put out the flames but so far aren’t having much luck in their efforts to contain this inferno,” the man kept talking.

      Dustin stopped paying attention, but he couldn’t help but smile a little. The madness had caught on somehow, much like any other cult might, he supposed. He couldn’t help but not feel sorry for the dead, but he wondered who else would know the truth well enough to know it was pure evil, or perhaps this was someone’s way of getting attention.

      Religion was a violent sport after all, and since Cyranthis began to rise, it also gave rise to the strange alliance of Christian and Muslim terrorists having a common enemy. The popular kids didn’t like the new kid on the block taking all their attention.

      Dustin found the whole thing amusing because he knew it would never end until people gave up killing for their ideas. Still, he had to admit to himself, six hundred dead Cyranthis worshippers was funny. He was careful because people were breaking down around him. Obviously, there had been some devoted people in the group.

      “Oh, something is happening behind me,” Michaels said in a surprised voice, and Dustin wondered what it could be now. He looked at the television along with the others at these words, and the camera focused in on the wreckage. Something was coming out of the fire. It looked like a man covered in metal. Dustin thought it was an illusion at first, too much to drink maybe. He rubbed his eyes and looked again but the vision remained the same.

      The iron thing stepped toward the reporter. The heavy footsteps were loud, as the firemen looked on, unsure of what to do or what it was. Dustin couldn’t take his eyes off the screen, but he knew this, whatever it was, wasn’t going to play fair.

      The thing towered over the newscaster as it looked. Its body was covered in metal, like its skin had turned into steel. Its eyes were bright blue as it looked into the camera. It must have been seven feet tall, at least. Dustin wasn’t sure why, but it appeared that the metal was growing through the flesh. The waist down was pure steel, and the upper body was only halfway completed on the left side.

      “We are here to eradicate this scourge from the earth. Cyranthis is a false god. Anyone who believes in its teachings or follows this abomination will be destroyed. This is a declaration of war,” the iron man said to the newscaster. Then it put his left hand through the man’s chest with ease. The blood spilled for everyone to see. Dustin didn’t flinch while the rest of the crowd recoiled in audible horror.

      The thing turned to look at the nameless cameraman who was still filming, too scared to run, or too stupid. A dark hand came over the screen as it reached forward, and the TV went to a generic ‘please stand by’ screen, black with big white letters, and the droning monotone sound came from the speakers.

      All at once, the crowd began to panic. Someone screamed out in the back, “The invasion is here.” Invasion of what, Dustin wasn’t sure. He hoped it wasn’t aliens.

      When whoever screamed that the invasion had started, the former crowd of partygoers went over the edge into a relentless rush for the exit of the place. Everyone had a plan for when the world ended, and now was their chance to do whatever they believed would work for the best.

      Dustin didn’t panic at the news that the world might be coming to an end as he finished his bottle under the notice of the crowd rushing to get out around him. He looked at his phone, pulled it from his pocket as he expected it to ring, but it didn’t. Dustin thought to himself, then decided to make a call of his own. He dialed a number and waited for him to pick up the phone.

      Blake picked up the other end.

      “Hey, did you see the news?” Dustin asked him, then shook his head. “Yes, I know the news is all bad, but stop watching all those stupid car shows and turn it to the news. Literally any other, real, station,” Dustin said. “How did I get this number? I messed with the phone, didn’t you?” Dustin asked, already annoyed.

      “No, I didn’t get a phone call. I expected one, and why do you watch all those stupid car shows anyway? You could have any of them, it seems stupid if you ask me,” Dustin asked, and Blake hung up. “Good talking to you too, Blake,” Dustin said and stood up, the place was empty now. It didn’t take long to clear out. He took one last look at that television screen, still on the standby screen.

      “Looks like I am going to Los Angeles. I hate Los Angeles,” Dustin said while he put his coat on.

      He walked behind the bar, ignoring the bartender, and grabbed the biggest bottle of whiskey he could see. “You can’t take that,” the woman said. “The world’s ending, didn’t you see the TV? Take a couple for yourself, lock up, and go home before the looters raid the place,” Dustin replied as he walked out into the cold air, cracking the bottle open at the same time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Blake hung up the phone without answering Dustin, changed it to the local news channel, and saw what Dustin was talking about. “Coming to you as soon as we can bring you more information, all we know is that a mysterious terrorist group has declared war against the Cyranthis religion. For those of you just joining us, we will replay the declaration of war as it was displayed. A warning, the footage is extremely graphic and is not suitable for children,” the newswoman said. Then they cut to the footage of the newscaster being killed by the metal thing.

      “What’s the big deal, Dustin? They just want Cyranthis worshippers, good for them, who cares?” Blake said and was about to change the channel back to his favorite car show, Gearhead. Blake hated this religion and thought that eradicating it would be a good deal for everyone. On the other hand, something about the metal person didn’t sit well with him.

      “War? You picked the wrong country to do that in, metal guy,” he said and figured if this problem were serious enough the Syndicate would give him a call. He turned it back to his show and waited for the call to come in. He didn’t feel compelled to do anything he didn’t have to. Even with his show on, he knew the others were going to feel like doing something about this mess and he would be dragged into it, too.

      So much for the Rule of One, but who knows, maybe they already had a replacement team and forgot to say anything. Blake supposed he would find out.
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      Ever since returning from the mission, Josh watched the spread of this religion as if it were a virus. He was determined to bring it down, expose it for the evil it was. Tonight was the beginning of their Trucido Festival week. The first midnight mass was for members only. Cyranthism was strange and new to the world. This Festival had been advertised for months in the religion, but it was still a mystery to most of the world at large. There were many theories on the internet.

      Tonight, he was going to break in after the thing was to start to find out more. He had begun to make his approach toward the building when something came out of the sky and smashed into the building.

      The whole thing exploded with enough force to kill everyone inside. Josh was sent flying back into someone’s car, shattering the glass on impact and caving the side in. Josh waited a few seconds before trying to move. It was too painful to try now. This would have killed anyone else. “Guess I got lucky, but what the hell?” he said. For a time, all he did was watch the flames and listen to the screaming of those unlucky enough not to have been killed by the initial blast.

      It wasn’t long before a new sound was coming his way—sirens of all kinds, and that was his signal to get clear of the scene. He pulled himself out of the wreckage and stood up, brushing all the glass from his clothes. “I liked these clothes, too. Thanks, random missile attack,” he said.

      He was bleeding from somewhere, but that wouldn’t last long. He started to limp away from the scene to find a quiet place to recover while still being able to see everything. He searched for unlocked cars to break into so he could find a place to sit down and heal. He was quite sure no one in the parking lot was going to need any of their cars anytime soon. He found one that was big enough for him and had a great view of everything that was happening.

      The cops and firefighters arrived first, then the news people showed up, at least one of them did a few minutes later. “Wow, they sure are fast, they should be delivering pizzas. Thinking about it, I sure could use a pizza,” Josh said as he pulled out a shard of glass from his arm and tossed it away.

      All he could do was watch. He saw the newscaster there, saying something into the camera, but what caught his attention was the thing coming from the flames. “What?” he asked as he got out of the car to get a better look and could see the flames reflecting off the metal body from here. It was disturbing.

      He watched as the thing dispatched the news guy for no reason. This made him angry enough to want to do something. The Syndicate code said he didn’t exist. “Screw the code,” he said and began to run back to the scene.

      “Sir, what in the hell is that thing?” Officer Watts said to his partner as they noticed the reporter get slaughtered. “I don’t know, but I’m not going to tell it to freeze first,” his partner said, and the two of them drew their weapons and began to fire at it after it crushed the cameraman with his own camera.

      The rest of the cops didn’t need to ask what was going on as they saw the two dead people at the feet of this metal monster and started to shoot. All the bullets did was attract the thing’s attention. “Do you think this is a good idea? I mean, it doesn’t seem to be falling and—” Watts was cut off by the superior officer.

      “It’s just some kind of body armor. Aim for the joints and the head, we’ll take it down, you’ll see,” he replied. The seven police officers kept firing, and the thing marched in their direction, not bothered by the bullets. “This is a bad idea, maybe we should have tried talking to it before we shot at it and—” Watts was cut off again. “Talking is always a bad idea, son, it didn’t do that reporter any good, it won’t do us any good either. Retreat, call for backup,” the superior officer ordered as he stopped shooting and broke rank.

      Watts looked at the machine in time to see its eyes turn from blue to red and fire two thin red beams in their direction. The beams struck one of their squad cars and it exploded, the body of the car flying into the air and landing on top of another car, crushing it.

      This made Josh stop in his tracks. There was no way he wanted to test his healing factor against a direct hit from whatever that was. He needed to make a better plan than the one he had now.

      Josh ran to the firemen who were unaware of what was going on due to their own situation. He ran to a man who looked in charge. “Hey, you, you’ve got to listen to me,” Josh said, taking the uniformed man with the white helmet by the shoulders and spinning him around without thinking about it. Others rushed in and grabbed Josh and pulled him back with difficulty.

      “Listen to you, calm down before you get yourself hurt. Were you in the blast? Who are you?” the chief asked, and Josh was quick to respond. “Look over there, there is something bad coming this way and we have to stop it,” Josh said as he pulled himself free from the two holding him back. The chief looked and his eyes got wide then as he saw the squad cars on fire and something inhuman approaching.

      “You’ve got to soak that thing with all the pressure you can get on it,” Josh said. The chief didn’t respond, not knowing what to make of what was coming towards them. “Damn it man, listen to me right now. Get your hoses on this thing and get the rest of your people out of here. I’ll help. Can you do this?” Josh asked again then and turned to look at the closing-in metal thing behind him.

      “Yes, I can do this. Hose crew with me, everyone else evacuate the area,” he ordered. The men looked at one another for a second before taking off in the other direction. Whatever this thing was, it was beyond their level to deal with. There was no reason to stick around. The chief pulled up his radio and began to issue orders. “You men on the hose, I need you to look over here. I need you to hose something down,” he said in a hurry, and the four men on the hoses in the distance turned to look. Once they saw the metal thing moving in their direction, there didn’t need to be any more orders.

      They all changed direction, shutting off their water as they did in order not to spray one another. Josh pulled the fire chief out of the way while he was still trying to figure out what it was. It was so much closer now. “Let it have rip,” someone yelled.

      Josh watched as the fire hoses let their water go in four streams. Each one was a direct hit, but the metal infested man did not slow down. Josh was kind of impressed.

      “Damn, I hoped that would work. Alright, Chief, you need to get your people out of here. As soon as I take this thing down, get the rest of them out of here too,” Josh said and started to run at the new enemy before the chief could ask any questions.

      Josh ran as fast as he could toward his enemy and didn’t have time to think his plan through or wonder about some of the life choices he tended to make on the way there. He waited until the last possible second before he jumped over the impact zone, through the backsplash of the high-pressure water, and put his left forearm into the throat of the thing. The two locked eyes for a split second before Josh’s added force tipped it off balance and the two of them fell through the air.

      Josh made sure to be on top when it fell to the ground as the water drenched them both.

      “Who are you?” the machine asked. “Insane apparently,” Josh said and almost smiled before he was taken by the throat and thrown to the side with more force than he’d ever experienced in his life. He sailed through the air. He didn’t know how far he traveled but came to a sudden stop as he crashed into something metal. It caved in and brought him to a stop.

      Josh saw that the firefighters and cops had gotten away. It was all he was trying to do. Everything went black. The last thing he heard was his phone starting to ring before he gave in to the creeping unconsciousness.
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      Cody cancelled the phone call. No answer made him worry that Josh was already in the middle of things because that would be the only reason he wouldn’t answer. That idiot brother of his was always getting into trouble. He walked out of his house and sat on the porch to try and forget the chaos that was going on tonight.

      He didn’t need to know what was going on past what the television was reporting. The Syndicate would let them know if they were needed or not. It was the way the Squad had always been, and he was sure that it wasn’t about to change anytime soon.

      The natural sounds of the countryside at night didn’t distract him from his thoughts. He couldn’t help but wonder who was behind all of this. A machine person wasn’t familiar to him beyond stories and movies that involved confusing time travel elements. There weren’t any enemies left that he knew about, and they took care of all the major threats. This had to be somebody new, which was the only explanation.

      Cody could almost admire the mind who came up with the idea of going to war with the Cyranthis people. To him, they were all crazy and dangerous, but when he watched that reporter get killed on television, he wondered if there wasn’t more to the attack.

      There was no point in wondering. He knew there was always more to it, or maybe the reporter was a member of the new cult. It was impossible to know anything. Cody was willing to go check this situation out, but the code was official. If you weren’t called by the Syndicate, you weren’t supposed to do anything, and so far, his phone remained silent.
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