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Chapter One: The Signal

   
 With every reason to suspect that this might be the last day of her life, Quinn adjusted her well-worn battle armor and shouldered her assault rifle, staring up at the billowing gray clouds of the early afternoon sky.  
 There were no rays of light, no sign from the heavens, nor any other reason to be optimistic.  
 Yet, somehow, she still possessed a modicum of hope, because she wasn't just readying to fight for herself. Hers wasn’t necessarily a personal battle for survival; rather, it was a fight on behalf of humanity against an invading force of aliens that might soon sweep across the Earth, ushering in a new age of extinction.  
 Quinn had always thought that despondency arose out of having choices, and since there was only one option—do battle against the invaders and squeeze every ounce of life from their bodies—there was little reason to lose heart.  
 A bemused smile danced across her lips, and she wondered how it had come to this. How a young woman from an Ohio backwater could enter the Corps as a means to support herself and her little girl and then, only a few years later, be on the front lines of what might be history’s last great stand. The battle to end all battles, the fight to save Earth from a powerful alien force that the Marines simply knew as the Syndicate.  
 Soon they would likely see the first sign of what might bring their impending death. Quinn and the others in her squad, the thirty-six men and women of the Global Force Marines, were ready for whatever the day might bring, even if that meant their complete and utter annihilation. 
 She had once heard somebody say that all of the old gods, except for the God of War, were dead. She thought that was about the truest thing she’d ever heard. Her squad didn’t just recognize the last living god, they bowed at his bloody altar. The Marines of the Global Defense Command were well trained and ready for action. They would gladly sacrifice themselves in defense of honor, their families and the citizens of Earth.  
 Another scan of the skies revealed no fleet of alien ships. The anxiety causing the shooting pain in her chest was a mixture of excitement to be among the first to fight and die against this alien force, and horror at the knowledge that this morning's sunrise might be her last. Not that it wasn't a sunrise worthy of her last day. Streaks of red clouds lined the deep blue above, like fresh claw marks ripping open the sky.  
 “This place is as good as any to hunker down and protect what’s ours,” Quinn said, dismounting the squad’s armored tactical vehicle, her eyes never straying from the sliver of sun that peeked up over the jungle hills. “Especially since we have no idea who they really are.” 
 “Sergeant,” a corporal said, trying to get her attention.  But Quinn couldn't even remember his name. He was a headquarters warrior. A scientist meant to give them a strategic advantage on the battlefield should he recognize a tech weakness in the enemy’s defenses. But so far, he'd proved worthless and took up valuable armor and gear that would have been more useful in the hands of a fighter.  
 Especially considering no one really knew what they were up against yet. What Quinn wished was that Earth’s Defense Forces possessed the foresight to provide more Marines with proper combat training, instead of scientists that only consumed space and resources. However, fear about the unknown nature of the invasion force had gotten in the way of combat readiness.  
 But Quinn wasn't about to let some corporal steal her last sunrise, so she ignored his call, instead staring at the sky. Behind her, the sound of more Marines dismounting clattered across the slab of rock that overlooked an immense sweep of jungle and the ocean that lay beyond it.  
 Spring was in full bloom and the air seemed dense, perfumed from the flowers that bloomed across the jungle canopy. A mist from the ocean hovered over the jungle, swirling about the skirt of a rugged formation—their ultimate destination, a stratovolcano in the midst of Mount Tlaloc, a massive spit of rock that loomed over everything in awful majesty like some pagan idol. 
 Finally, the sky lit up a bright pink that faded to orange. She breathed deep, taking in the fresh morning air and hoping her daughter back in the city was looking at that same sunrise. Everything had started for her little Sammy, only nine years old but so mature.  
 Now, chances are they would all die, and Quinn would never see her daughter again.  
 She closed her eyes and steeled her nerves for what was about to come, then turned to look at her brothers-in-arms, standing at ease, awaiting her command. Before making her move, she detached the top plate from her gunmetal gray, interlocking battle armor.  
 “Alright, Devil Dogs,” she said, stepping forward and projecting her voice. “The daylight has snuck up on us. Do not allow the same of those godforsaken, shit-licking alien bastards who mean to see us annihilated. Suit up, prepare defenses, and, if it's your thing, say your prayers.”  
 As they moved about their business, Quinn studied the other Marines, her eyes lingering on the four men she trusted most in this world: Milo, the rangy one with a stubbled face and strong cheekbones; the black, muscle-quilted Sergeant named Hayden; Giovanni, the world-weary sniper, who was bald as an egg and prone to communicating as much with looks and gestures as with words; and Renner, the short grenadier with a stocky build whose hands were as fidgety as a blackjack dealer’s.  
 Renner caught her staring and said, “Yo, Quinn, tell Centcom I want mine over there.” He motioned to a section of flat earth covered in flowers. 
 “Your what?” Quinn asked. 
 “My grave,” he said, with a wink. “I plan on saving this planet, that's for damn sure. My payment? The most beautiful burial plot on this hill.”  
 She rolled her eyes as the other Marines hooted and hollered.  
 “Not a single Marine's crossing over to the other side without my say-so,” Hayden said. “In point of fact and until we have killed every last one of the Syndicate, you do not have my permission.” 
 “Then why are our orders to head underground, Gunny?” Milo asked. "Shouldn't we be the first to greet the enemy when they arrive?" 
 Quinn turned to Milo. He was the golden child of the unit, the one with the excellent hair and the looks plucked from a recruiting poster. He was the Honor Graduate at Boot Camp, the one who finished first in every goddamn physical training course the rest of the unit had slogged through, and came out the other side with a smile. She wanted to explain, but doing so could derail morale. The strategy was an old one. Let the first wave take out a less "vital" unit—fodder, a tactic the British Empire had used to perfection at its peak. Then unleash their best fighters as the enemy reloads.  
 But before Quinn could respond, Hayden interrupted. “I get that you want to give your life for the cause, Corporal, but save your hero impulses for when our entire species isn't at stake.” 
 Quinn shook her head and looked to the Marines. “I don’t care what it is you believe in to motivate you, just as long as you move forward. Am I clear, Marines?” 
 “Sir, yes, sir!” they shouted, in unison.  
  “Considering we’re all dead anyway,” Renner said, nudging the corporal next to him with his elbow, “why don’t we simply party until they arrive, am I right?”  
 A couple of the Marines cheered at that, but the majority glared at him, and then turned to Quinn to wait for a response. 
 “Stifle that shit and do what the Sergeant said!” Hayden shouted, silencing Renner with a nasty look. 
 Milo ignored the comment and moved toward Quinn, hoping for one last word before battle. The Marines filtered around him to the tactical vehicles as he got close to Quinn, who was refastening her armor. 
 “Do we really have a chance, Quinn?” Milo asked. 
 “You need to address me as Sergeant when others are around,” she said, glaring at him. "Just 'cause we went to Uni together doesn't mean we're still back there. We're Marines now. Act like one." 
 “Yes, Ma’am.” He gave her a wry smile, edging close as if to make a move, but she'd stepped back.   
 Quinn’s gaze smoked into his.  
 “Milo, Milo, Milo.” She looked him up and down, then scoffed. “You wouldn't last one minute with me. And I'm not the least bit sad to say, you'll never find that out.”  
 “If I were the last man on Earth?” he asked, not giving up. “You'd have to consider it then.” 
 She shook her head, laughing. “Look, if you’re scared, you can hold my hand when the aliens arrive.” 
 “Fuck you, Quinn.” 
 “I'm pretty sure that's what I just finished saying no to.” She smiled, but there was no levity in it. She noticed Giovanni watching, and nodded in acknowledgment. He quickly looked away, so she turned and looked over the mixture of jungle and desert one final time.  
 “In all seriousness,” Milo said, “I’m gonna be sad if this is all gone in a few hours.” 
 She didn’t respond, just held her breath. 
 “You're a mom, right?” he asked. 
 She nodded.  
 “And moms are the nurturing, caring types, right?” Milo continued. 
 “Some of them,” she replied. 
 “So tell me something reassuring, momma.”  
 “Violent change is the essence of human history,” she whispered, hating Milo at that moment for reminding her of her little girl Samantha… Sammy. She’d left her behind with her folks in the hinterlands of Ohio, everyone hunkered down in the family’s bunker-slash-bugout coop. She would never even consider changing the moment that brought her Sammy, but she’d learned the lesson that night, the lesson to never get involved with another Marine. They all left or died in the end, and now she was proving the same point to her daughter.  
 Damn, she wanted to punch something. Instead, she just leaned over the drop-off and spat into the lush jungle below, hoping it hit some predatory dick-weed animal in the eye. 
 Milo manufactured a smile, then started to turn away. “Yeah, so, that violent change stuff is totally not what I was going for, but thanks anyway.” 
 “No worries, Corporal,” Quinn said. “We’re all feeling tense.”  
 “Roger that, Sergeant. Locked and loaded,” Milo replied.  
 Milo gave her a wink, then joined the rest of their platoon.  
 Quinn watched him go, shaking her head. She hoped he’d make it through this day at least.  
 It was, however, entirely likely that they’d lose—be overrun or outgunned in whatever battle would soon take place. Hell, there was no denying that they'd probably all be dead before they knew the full power of the Syndicate. 
 She shouldn’t have been thinking that, but no one really knew how dangerous the alien horde was. Or if Earth even had the weapons to counter. They’d planned, but still. People like Milo deserved to make it, though. As for herself, she wasn’t so sure. She’d done enough wrong to justify getting a burial plot like Renner on the battlefield. Christ, maybe that’d be the best she could hope for.  
 But her little Sammy deserved so much more than this, a world overrun by aliens. And what happened if the Marines were defeated? What would come next? Humans forced to live in ghettos or worse? Rounded up and placed in pens and fattened and slaughtered like cattle if they were lucky? Quinn wanted to believe otherwise, but had a sneaking suspicion that things were not destined to end well for her and the other Marines. 
 




Chapter Two: The Tunnel


 

 The Marines continued their journey, but it was another eleven hours before they completed their ascent and were driving through the colossal tunnel that had been drilled into the rear of the mountain. The tunnel had been built two years earlier, back when word of the Syndicate first arrived via SETI’s Alien Telescope Array.  
 The news had been almost impossible to believe and was initially chalked up to yet another “fake news” story. But then the truth was revealed. An armada of alien craft had emerged from a globular star cluster known as M-25, traveling at speeds of what appeared to be a thousand miles per second, heading directly toward Earth.  
 The first scientist to discover the craft, a man whose name was lost to history, described the spacecraft as moving in formation, as part of a team. He’d used the term “Syndicate” to describe the armada, and the name had stuck.  
 Not surprisingly, word of the discovery soon leaked, and pandemonium ensued after all the world’s media outlets, both respected and conspiracy-driven, started breathlessly reporting about all of the world’s satellites going dark all at once and the end of human civilization. Why weren’t they reaching out? Why weren’t the obviously organized and technologically advanced ships attempting to make contact?  
 There were endless meetings held at the United Nations, and eventually the United Nations Security Council passed resolutions that called for a kind of international Lend/Lease Act, whereby the world’s largest powers would manufacture all manner of weaponry to be stashed at strategic sites around the globe. The decision was made out of fear that the initial invasion would be overwhelming, so hiding the best-trained fighters and weaponry in preparation for an immediate counterattack was deemed the most logical military action.  
 The Mountain of the Crouching Beast, Mount Tlaloc, was one of the selected positions, a remote area in southern Mexico near the Guatemalan border whose nearest city was Tapachula. SOUTHCOM, Southern Command, in coordination with the world’s leading scientists and wannabe space navigators, predicted that this would be the area where the Syndicate would likely make first contact, because it would provide a perfect launch site for any further attacks by air, land, and sea.  
 From the Southern Hemisphere, they could reach anywhere easily and without detection. That was the best guess combined intelligence agencies could come up with as why here. Quinn didn't buy it, but she did believe a landing was coming.  
 If the Syndicate ships had fired missiles and nukes when they entered the solar system, it would have indicated only an attack. But no missiles meant the Syndicate was invading because they wanted something on Earth, at least according to the intel Quinn was given, rather than invading only to destroy. Meaning a landing was inevitable.  
 Quinn looked up and guessed the tunnel to the mountain base they’d just entered must have been fifty feet wide and a hundred times that high. For two years, government construction teams had labored on the site, boring into the mountain and essentially inserting the contents of a thirty-story skyscraper into a five-story slab of granite.  
 There were five full floors of operating space, each floor the size of three football fields. On the floors were bullpens and war rooms and spaces filled with weapons and gear and food and vast stores of water, everything connected by staircases and landings and ladders and catwalks, the walls and ceilings reinforced with pure titanium and ballistic cement. They’d been told that there were enough supplies to last a six-month siege. Quinn was hopeful and expected that they wouldn't need more than a few hours once the shooting started.  
 As Quinn and the other Marines dropped down from their tactical vehicles, they could see the interior was a beehive of activity. On the left side of the site, additional Marines and support techs were visible, scurrying past, stacking ammunition and supplies, anxiously preparing for the Syndicate to arrive. On the right side were clusters of armored vehicles and drones of all shapes and sizes, including first-gen battle drones that stood nearly seven feet tall.  
 Quinn had seen videos of the drones that, while shiny like the fender on a tractor-trailer, somehow also seemed eerily human. Draped in a new kind of composite armor called “Hollow-Core,” the drones operated electrically with hydraulic actuators, able to stand and move via titanium legs and wheels and capable of carrying surface-to-surface and surface-to-air rockets or Gatling-gun-style cannons.  
 The drones had rolled off the assembly lines only sixteen months prior, and while rigorously lab-tested, had yet to see real combat. One of the drones jerked to its full height, and Quinn thought it looked like a Great Dane standing up on its hind legs. The machine turned and stared at her. Quinn, uneasy, looked away.  
 Hayden signaled for the Marines to follow, and they did. First, they went to a mess hall, where everyone devoured corned beef and hash. Quinn glanced up from the food to see other soldiers sitting at different tables, chowing down. All ethnicities and both sexes were well represented amongst the other soldiers, and snatches of conversations could be heard in foreign tongues. 
 “Who are they?” Quinn asked, bobbing her head in the direction of the other fighters. 
 Giovanni lifted a fork and pointed to a group of soldiers in maroon berets. “Kaibiles,” he said softly. “Guatemalan special forces.” 
 Quinn nodded and studied the men, who were short but powerfully built.  
 “And those are Tigres,” Giovanni said, pointing to another group clad in jungle camouflage. “Spec-ops from Honduras.” 
 “How do you know?” Quinn asked. 
 “I know lots of shit,” Giovanni answered, his black eyes never leaving hers.  
 “So who invited them to the big dance?” Quinn asked. 
 “They know the jungle,” Milo answered, looking over.  
 “This is their territory,” Renner added, slurping down some hash. 
 Quinn traded looks with a young Guatemalan soldier with high cheekbones and a shaved head. A moment of understanding passed between them as the other soldier nodded. Quinn nodded back.  
 *** 
 A little later, the Marines headed to the armory to weapon up.  
 The armory was octagonal in shape and lined with rows of metal lockers (like upright coffins, one Marine muttered) filled with all manner of weapons. Standing ramrod straight in front of the lockers was a Marine clad in battle armor and missing one eye, his hair so oddly situated on his head it looked as if he’d been scalped.  
 “Marines, my name is Master Sergeant Keiboom. I am the base’s de-facto weapons monger,” the one-eyed soldier said.  
 Renner nudged Quinn.  
 “I heard about that dude,” Renner whispered. “Did four tours of duty in Syria and was in the first wave that assaulted those islands in the South China Sea. Fucker’s a straight up O.G.”  
 Kieboom heard the whispers and silenced Renner with a look. Then he grabbed up a short-barreled assault rifle and held it over his head.  
 “Marines, as you undoubtedly know, this is your best friend. R&D’s newest generation Fusion rifle, a kinetic weapon capable of firing the latest and greatest uranium-depleted, energized sabot at whatever motherfuckers are stupid enough to enter our atmosphere.” 
 Cheers and laughter went up from the Marines as Kieboom continued to extol the virtues of the weapons assembled before them, albeit muffled by hoots and hollers of praise he basked in. Then Kieboom took special delight in holding up a Hafnium surface-to-air launcher, which had a gray gripstock, yellow thermal battery, and five-foot launch tube painted in jungle camouflage.   
 “Who here has heard of Hafnium?” Kieboom asked. 
 There were a few mutters, but no hands went up. 
 “The reason you’ve never heard of it is because SouthCom was too fucking scared to mention it to anyone. Hafnium’s a nuclear isomer that if weaponized can melt flesh, penetrate hardened bunkers, and eviscerate entire city blocks. In short, it’s a goddamn miracle, a gift from the gods of war. Problem was, we couldn’t figure out a way to harness it. Until now.” 
 Kieboom eased the launcher down on his shoulder and aimed it at the Marines. 
 “With one pull of the trigger, we’re gonna protect our house and bring the hammer down on any alien sonofabitch stupid enough to wanna take one inch of our goddamn world!”  
 More cheers went up as Keiboom continued to discuss the weapons the Marines would have at their disposal.   
 When the presentation was over, Quinn and the other Marines were inspecting sniper rifles and the Hafnium launchers while Renner gushed about them, reminding anyone in earshot how a gram of the Hafnium isomer had the same power as one-third of a ton of TNT.  
 Hanging above the rifles were sets of armor—interlocking ceramic plates infused with high-tech materials that resembled the black scales of a dragon. Quinn reached up and brought down a set of armor that weighed barely more than eight pounds. 
 “They call it the ‘birthday suit,’” Renner said. 
 “Why’s that?” Quinn asked. 
 “Try it on and see. It’s got some kinda classified, nano-shit inside.” 
 Quinn quickly slipped down to her tank top and shorts and shrugged on the armor. She felt it cinch around her neck and laddered midsection, conforming to her body. She thought the sensation was not unlike slipping your hand into a latex hospital glove. She had to pinch and pull a bit, but ultimately she got it. The armor felt like a second skin, rugged and elastic.   
 Renner reached down and lifted an eight-shot, revolver-style grenade launcher and bandolier of forty-millimeter grenades. “Now, this puppy is a piece of engineering divinity,” Renner said, admiring the weapon while tapping a button on the launcher so that the eight-shot cylinder spun wildly.  
 “Just remember one thing,” Quinn said, looking over as she grabbed a rifle and a rucksack filled with magazines and ballistic grenades. “The folks who designed that piece of engineering divinity were on the government payroll.” 
 “Yeah. So?” Renner replied.  
 “So all of our shit was built by the lowest bidder,” Quinn clarified.  
 Renner’s face fell as the other Marines laughed. 
 Quinn reached down and inspected a magazine of ammunition. She slipped a sabot round out and held it up as Giovanni sidled over to her.  
 “You know what that is?” Giovanni asked, taking the sabot from her. 
 “What?” 
 “That’s the last round,” he said.  
 “You’re the master of obvious, Gio,” she replied.  
 “What I meant is that that’s the one you keep for yourself.” Giovanni placed the round back in Quinn’s hand. “You know, in case ...” 
 They shared a look that said she got it but didn’t want to acknowledge a situation where she would need a bullet for herself. Finally, Giovanni stood, nodded and trudged off, leaving Quinn staring at the ground.  
 She could never take her own life, not when her daughter was still out there. As long as she was alive, there was always a fighting chance she could return, that they could be a family once again. With a heavy sigh, Quinn grabbed her gear and headed out after the others.  
 




Chapter Three: Underground

   
 A base liaison officer led the Marines from the armory down a short set of stairs and through various anterooms until they hit a catwalk bolted onto the far side of the mountain. The catwalk extended behind an armored bulwark called “Block Thirteen,” which was notched with cubbies where Marines could sleep or shoot through firing holes.  
 Here and there were missile batteries and robotic chain-gun cannons pointed at the sky that could fire one thousand thirty-millimeter rounds per minute. Next to the weapons were phalanxes of anti-missile devices hooked to their own targeting systems—close-in cannons on swivel bases that fired chaff and tungsten penetrator rounds, designed to destroy any incoming alien missiles and artillery.   
 The Marines stopped and Hayden went down the line, assigning each a cubby. Quinn humped her gear down toward the end of Block Thirteen and dropped it in a cubby next to Renner’s.  
 Quinn stashed her rucksack at the back of the cubby and peered through a gun slot. Everything was green, the immense jungle below spreading out in every direction. She made sure the others weren’t looking, then withdrew her cellphone, a battered iPhone that had seen better days. She opened her photo album and started at the beginning, flipping through photos of her daughter from the moment she was born up to the present, her eighth birthday. Sammy aged right before her eyes and Quinn fought to suppress the tightness in her throat, the burning at the edges of her nose. She wanted badly to call her up, to check on her folks, but she knew that was forbidden. Intel had briefed the Marines and warned them that the use of cellular devices might be used by the enemy to track movements and positions. Knowing SouthCom like she did, bastards who cared about nothing more than winning, she figured they probably had cellphone suppression around the base anyway.  
 Music echoed, and Quinn set down her phone and peered around the side of the cubby. Renner was on his stomach, listening to some classical music while staring at a collection of religious figurines.  
 “You know we’re not supposed to play tunes, Renner,” Quinn said. 
 Renner looked back. “This here ain’t tunes. This is music.” 
 “Difference without a distinction,” she replied. 
 “Not to me. See, Quinn, I did three years in college ‘fore I joined up with you snake-eaters. I was a music major, and this is partially what I was immersed in.” 
 “Get the hell out,” she said, surprised.  
 “Seriously.” 
 “That’s a helluva tough transition, Renner. Building things up and now burning them down.”  
 He shook his head. 
 “Believe it or not there’s some overlap between the rhythm and meter of songs and poems and the sensitivity of initiation in explosions. That is especially so when yours truly tears it up.” 
 “What happened to the pen being mightier than the sword?” 
 “The pen is,” Renner said. “But it can’t compare to one of these,” he continued, smiling and holding up a forty-millimeter grenade from his launcher.  
 “Just keep it down, then, okay?” Quinn asked, smiling back.  
 Quinn shimmied back into her cubby and stared at the photos of her daughter again, waiting for her eyes to grow heavy. She drifted off against the clatter of the other Marines and the white noise from the base’s mighty air handlers, and then… 
 She was back. 
 Back at the family’s farm in rural Ohio, where she was young and carefree, running through the woods. There was a path, little more than a depression on the ground, that she remembered so well she could traverse it blindfolded. She galloped over the path as it curled beside a small creek where she and her brothers used to corral tadpoles.  
 She stopped to catch her breath. Glancing down, she was surprised to see how skinny she was, her legs long and spindly. How old was she? Twelve? Thirteen?  
 The light spangled down through the canopy, and Quinn heard laughter. She turned to see figures racing toward a faraway field. She called out, but the figures didn’t stop. Giving chase, Quinn exited the woods to see three figures maneuvering toward a cornfield. She could tell by the contours of their heads that it was her brothers, Eric and Mike and John Junior. All of them together again. All of them alive. She yelled and they stopped but didn’t turn around. 
 Their attention was riveted on the field before them. 
 And the skies over the field.  
 The air was filled with shadowy objects.  
 One of Quinn’s brothers raised his hand and— 
 BOOM! 
 A fireball landed and smeared across the field. Then another and another, and in seconds an ocean of red was spreading across the corn like a tsunami.  
 The fire swept over her brothers. One of them, her older brother Eric, turned and stared at Quinn as the fire licked the flesh from his body. His husk-like corpse turned to charcoal as Quinn screamed and— 
 WHAM! 
 She rocketed back into real time, covered in sweat, glancing around. Quinn startled, her eyes wild. It was a nightmare, and she was back on Block Thirteen. Renner’s head was visible. He was peering around the edge of the cubby, a single finger to his lips.  
 Renner pointed up, but Quinn didn’t have to look. 
 She could sense it.  
 Something was wrong. Something was very fucking wrong. The hairs on her arms stood at attention and her teeth rattled. 
 They were here.  
 Sweat roped Quinn’s forehead as she reached for her Fusion rifle. She crawled out of the cubby and saw everyone was looking up. She was terrified, yet comforted by the sight of her fellow Marines tense, waiting, weapons at the ready. There was reassurance in their numbers and training. If anyone stood a chance of repelling the invasion, it was them.  
 Quinn gathered her thoughts and followed their lines of sight up to the skies. 
 




Chapter Four: Sleeping Giant

   
 The sky was the color of burning gold and heavy with chaff, which Quinn surmised the Syndicate had deployed to distract their surface-to-air weapons.  
 Quinn and the other Marines heard the invaders before they saw them. The Syndicate Ships were discernible first by the subtle change in the air, almost like the vibration from a tuning fork, as the impossibly long space ships (the word “dropship” immediately sprang to Quinn’s mind) appeared and sliced through the upper atmosphere. 
 Quinn stared long and hard, wide-eyed with disbelief as her worst nightmare became a reality. Everything she’d prepared for up to that point, all the training, all the drilling, and all the theory and practice was about to be tested. Her jaw locked and she gnawed at the inside of her cheeks, anxiety taking over.  
 She knew the Marines would prove themselves that day or die trying. There was simply no other way. Knowing there would at least be a final outcome gave her some respite, allowing her to steel her nerves and gather her thought to get into the right state to fight.  
 Next came more of the chaff—the alien-plastic countermeasures, flurrying down over the Marines in an effort to swamp radar and spoof anti-air ordnance. Multiple klaxons sounded, and the Marines roused from their stunned surprise, grabbing weapons and taking up positions along the bulwark.  
 Hayden appeared and gave orders, splitting the command. Half were to stay in their cubbies, half were to follow him, including Quinn. Quinn and Renner grabbed their weapons and followed Hayden and the other Marines out onto a catwalk concealed behind another massive, reinforced breastwork of steel and ballistic cement.  
 This breastwork had certain areas covered in thick, reinforced glass that provided views out over the jungle. Quinn stopped for a moment, overcome by the beauty of the world below, of the world that might soon cease to exist.  
 A blanket of mist covered the jungle’s canopy, swirling over old growth forest, bringing with it the mountain scent of days long forgotten, days spent camping and hiking, moments in life pushed aside for a struggle of survival. The mist-filled vegetation below was dense, a wilderness millions of acres in size, blanketed in double- and triple-canopy undergrowth. The breastworks jutted out of the mountain like a chin, rising over a sloped hillside that fell away to a jungle valley wreathing the mountain like a vast, emerald tapestry.  
 The jungle beyond the initial ring of jungle was hostile, and intentionally so. SouthCom had chosen this very spot not only because it surrounded the expected LZ, but also because it was so defensible and difficult to maneuver across.  
 While the Syndicate’s technology was unknown, there’d been significant chatter from the intel weasels that suggested the invaders would largely rely on biomechanical weapons of some sort, which might become bogged down in the uneven terrain.  
 Still, Quinn drew strength from the sight of the other Marines and soldiers from the United Global Military Front, taking up positions all around her. Every government on Earth had agreed for the first time in human history to band together against a common enemy. The truth, what they’d all feared for so long, was evident. There was proof in the sky in the form of an alien armada that the attack had finally come. And they clearly wanted something from the population of Earth, or they would have simply nuked the crap out of them.  
 “Get your claws out, you bastards,” Sergeant Hayden shouted, moving between Quinn and the others as the Syndicate ships unexpectedly turned back and vanished into the clouds.  
 Giovanni and Milo knelt alongside Quinn, eyes wide with anxiety as they fastened their combat helmets and checked their weapons. Giovanni threaded several impossibly long, high-energy rounds into his sniper rifle and unfolded a bipod so he could aim through a shooting slot.  
 Quinn watched Hayden shuttle down through the soldiers, moving past batteries of pulse cannons and rocket launchers that were being prepared and positioned toward the sky. He seemed unflappable, their senior leader. Hayden was the only one amongst the group to do multiple tours overseas. He’d reputedly signed up for three straight tours, heavy combat and ass kicking, and had the scars, broken marriages, and hair-trigger to prove it.  
 Rumor had it, a commanding officer had wanted Hayden kicked out because he’d flunked some bullshit psych eval, but that the brass wouldn’t hear of it. The thinking was, if the Marines were headed into a knife fight, they wanted to be damned sure to take their one and only human bazooka along for the ride.  
 Hayden stopped and looked down at Renner, who was curled up around his grenade launcher, seemingly asleep.  
 “The fuck are you doing, Renner?” Hayden asked, spitting the words out.  
 Renner opened one eye slowly, then another. “Just practicing.” 
 “Practicing for what?” Hayden asked.  
 “I was thinking that maybe playing dead might not be a bad option.”  
 Nervous looks abounded, and Hayden dropped to his haunches and shot volcanic glances at his charges.  
 “You gonna have plenty o’ time to sleep when you’re dead, boy,” Hayden said. Then, with some real heat in his voice, “That time has not yet arrived. Up and at ‘em. The enemy is not gone. It’s a fake, and they’re gonna bring the noise and we’re gonna return whatever they give us tenfold. Get me, Devil Dog?” 
 Renner launched to standing, combat-ready at a second’s notice. “Aye, sir.” His tone was somewhere between sarcasm and fear. He pulled out his thermal binoculars to get a look at the battlefield, which was empty except for the chaff still raining down. 
 Quinn quickly checked and rechecked her armor and gear as Milo knelt alongside her. Milo ran his finger down the barrel of his Fusion rifle.  
  “The hell is this?” Milo asked, gesturing at the rifle’s barrel.  
 Quinn smiled and slapped two extra magazines against his combat helmet before flinging one at Milo.  
 “It’s called a rifle,” Quinn said.  
 “I know that,” Milo replied.  
 “In theory, Corporal, you pull the trigger and bad guys fall down.” 
 “I know that too,” Milo said, narrowing his eyes. He pulled the firing bolt back on the rifle. “What I meant is, why go with the Fusion, which is for close-quarters, when the fighting is gonna be at a distance?” 
 “I know as much as you. This is what intel ordered,” Quinn said. She pointed at the sky. The Syndicate ships were nowhere in sight. “They’re gone, for now, anyway.” 
  “Maybe they saw you and got scared,” Milo quipped.  
 Quinn wanted to believe that, but she believed the Syndicate was just biding its time. The chaff continued to fall, and Quinn realized the aliens were probably probing the mountain, looking for weaknesses just like any other military force would do.  
 “I still don’t see shit,” Renner said, holding the pair of binoculars to his eyes.  
 “The cap is still on the end, ace,” Quinn said. “Give them to me.” 
 Renner tossed Quinn the binoculars and she looked up to the clouds, squinting, searching the heavens. She floated a dial on the binoculars, zooming in, and against the brushstrokes of an angry sky, she finally saw them clearly—the Syndicate Armada. It appeared so vast it almost didn’t seem real.  
 A nervous snicker escaped Quinn’s mouth, but there was no levity in her face. Her stomach churned and she felt a prick of fear that coalesced into something more substantial, working itself up over the knobs of her spine.  
 She said nothing for several heartbeats. She didn’t have to. Most of the others had seen it too. Had seen the ships heading directly for the mountain.  
 “Shit. They … they’re here,” Quinn said, softly. “But it’s worse than I expected.”  
 “How many?” Milo asked. 
 Quinn set the binoculars down, the blood draining from her face. “Um … all of them.”
 




Chapter Five: Angels

   
 CRACKBOOM! A concussive blast rocked the mountain from somewhere high above the Marines’ position. Fiery debris waterfalled over the soldiers, banners of smoke obscuring visibility as pulse cannons and missile launchers opened fire. 
 Quinn watched missiles streak across the sky like flares, curling up thousands of feet where they impacted against Syndicate ships and tore them apart as the flaming wreckage crashed into the jungle, setting it ablaze.  
 Enemy hovercraft, launched from the belly of hundreds of dropships, circled over the jungle, disgorging Syndicate troops far out over the dense vegetation.  
 Quinn’s heart fell when she saw the faintest outline of the Syndicate soldiers exit the ships down into the jungle. It wasn’t their appearance that caused her concern, it was the fact that the invaders simply jumped out of the ships that were at least a hundred feet off the ground.  
 “Holy—did you see that?” Renner asked. 
 Quinn nodded. 
 “They—they fucking jumped. They just—shit, how far up are those ships?” 
 “Far enough,” she whispered. “And they don’t have wings, which means we’re out-teched.”   
 “Alright, Marines!” Hayden shouted. “There’s been a mission evolution!” 
 All eyes ratcheted around to Hayden, who had slid his combat helmet on.  
 “Command has ordered us down! Now! Every boot-licking one of us is to go down right now!” he screamed.  
 Quinn grabbed her weapons and gear. She knew the plan had originally been for the Marines to act as a kind of lure, a temptation too good to be true. Take out the best first, then sweep to victory. Intelligence across the globe had agreed that the Syndicate Ships would land over a clear landing zone with no obstacles, so it was best to surround the largest clear landing zones with their best forces.  
 And if there were no natural obstacles such as a mountain or jungle, they planted the trees and shipped in gravel, rocks, sand, and even massive drops of landfill trash to create artificial obstacles surrounding the best landing zones. The Marines took the intel seriously, but made a significant modification that no politician could own up to, but was a necessary evil.  
 The Marines would allow some troops to be positioned in the cleared-out landing zone as a lure, and then the rest of the forces would be waiting to counterattack from the mountain and other obstacles while using the surrounding terrain and artificial obstacles to their advantage. Confronting the Syndicate head-on.  
 Sirens continued to wail and rockets and gunfire ripped the air as Quinn rose and silently vowed to herself that whatever happened, she would find a way home to her daughter. If she didn’t do that, then this war wasn’t even worth fighting.  
 Then she slid on her combat helmet and followed after the others. 
 The Marines pounded down through the center of the mountain, and soon they were through the massive metal doors at the mountain’s base. They fanned out and charged across a hundred yards of cleared space that had been hacked around the mountain. Once across the open space, the Marines would be into the jungle proper.  
 Quinn looked at the troops around her. The Marines were accompanied not only by the other Special Forces she’d seen back in the base, but also by drones—large battle drones and smaller ones that some of the other soldiers were flinging into the air like javelins.  
 Yet, she wondered if all this advanced tech was still too far behind the tech the enemy possessed, and had already demonstrated in a show of force. What if the first wave was simply to intimidate and provoke deserters?  
 But there was no time for second-guessing. The battle was already upon them.  
 Fear and excitement equally leavened Quinn’s steps. Adrenaline coursed through her body and every neuron fired at once, giving her a rush of vertigo. 
 The temporary push of confidence made Quinn sure they were going to make it to the jungle unscathed when— 
 BOOM! 
 The earth out in front of her blasted apart and several Marines simply vanished from sight, atomized by the explosion. Gone.  
 Quinn charged forward, not thinking, and stagger-ran as bombs fell. The ground thundered as if gripped in an earthquake, the staccato sound of anti-air ordnance melding with the WHOOSH! of Hafnium rockets launched from portable launchers and the metallic screech of the battle drones as they wheeled into combat.  
 Far above the field of battle, the Marines that had been left atop the mountain did their best to provide cover for the assault force, showering the sky with a curtain of chaff and starbursts designed to cripple enemy ordnance. The countermeasures were effective until the mountain was overcome by incoming fire.  
 Quinn and the other Marines in the assault force were less than fifty yards from the jungle when the air around them sizzled and a note echoed, a deep haunting BOOM! that sounded like the world’s largest tree crashing to the ground. 
 The sound came from somewhere out in the jungle, and the Marines cautiously entered the tree line.  
 Quinn took cover behind a fallen tree and caught her breath. The air smelled of cordite and blood and piss, and the leaves on the trees shook as bombs continued to blast all around. 
 Quinn was momentarily disoriented. She searched for any sign of Milo and the others, but saw only a clutch of Honduran special forces soldiers near a clearing. One of them took a step toward her when— 
 BOOM! A missile impacted and immediately vaporized the man and his squad, leaving bloody stains on the nearby, shredded trees.  
 Shrapnel and debris rained down over Quinn, the soldiers blasted apart so badly she could no longer recognize the components of their bodies.  
 Next came what sounded to Quinn like mortar rounds, shearing off limbs and buckling the ground. Quinn hopped over the fallen tree, covering her head in a reassuring, yet futile, motion as rounds dropped to the left and right of her.  
 A particularly close explosion lifted her off her feet and into a stand of shrubbery.  
 “C’MON!” someone shouted, and Quinn looked up to see Milo emerging from the foliage. He screamed at Quinn and reached a hand down and pulled her up. 
 Quinn followed, and then hazarded a final look back just as an alien fuel-air explosive detonated over the mountain in a burst of blinding white light, liquefying the granite and the Marine defenses hidden inside.  
 The mountain disappeared. 
 It wasn’t that she couldn’t see it. It was that the Syndicate had destroyed the entire fucking mountain.  
 It was gone.  
 Her bladder almost failed her.  
 With no other options, Quinn turned and bolted into the jungle, smashing through the foliage and catching up with Giovanni, Hayden, Renner and the others.  
 The Marines expected anything and were ready for hell.  
 They didn’t have long to wait. 
 Cresting a rise, they could see the Syndicate fighters—Quinn would later come to know them as the Syndicate Crimson Brigade—falling through the trees and amassing in the jungle. Their blood red armor was unmistakable, and jarring when juxtaposed against the dark green of the foliage.  
 Quinn stood, dumbfounded, watching the invading army. And then something else appeared, objects jettisoned from the bottom of the dropships. Metallic forms that looked like shipping containers. 
 The containers hit the ground and opened, and hundreds of things emerged… creatures. Quinn couldn’t be entirely sure what they were, but from a distance, the monstrosities appeared to be biomechanical war machines conjured out of some madman’s fever dream. 
 The machines were covered in carapaces, like giant beetles. Their muscular arms and legs glistened, hissing and popping like pistons as they moved forward.  
 On the back of the things were pods of what looked like rockets, tethered to the machines with camouflaged webbing. The things dropped on all fours and there was a flash, then small rockets were exploding all around. 
 Quinn instinctively raised her rifle and opened fire. 
 Hayden waved his arms, and every soldier and battle drone nearby let loose, sending a fusillade of fire down toward the machines and the Syndicate fighters.  
 Some of the enemy machines went up in flames, and the Marines, fueled by this small victory, turned back toward the battlefield and charged forward.  
 Quinn ran alongside Milo and Giovanni, accompanied by a pod of battle drones that flew into action.  
 The Marines pulled up on the other side of a fallen tree the size of a school bus and scattershot at the Syndicate lines. 
 The battle drones surged forward and engaged the Syndicate’s biomechanical machines.  
 Quinn watched the Marines’ drones shoot down the enemy machines, pumping them full of sabots and rockets.  
 Yellow oil or blood (Quinn couldn’t tell which), spurted from the Syndicate machines as they toppled over, but there were so many that it appeared as if the Marines were making little progress in culling their numbers.  
 She watched a drone’s arm distend, and a cutting blade came out as it hacked at one of the Syndicate monstrosities. The thing’s arm fell off, which caused an unexpected result of the thing then blowing to bits, but not before rocket fire from the Syndicate lines spewed into the air and blocked out the sun.  
 The Marines’ battle drones were instantly overwhelmed, and Quinn and the others were on their feet again, firing as they advanced— 
 In seconds they were in the thick of it, engaging the Syndicate’s weapons of war.  
 Quinn slid under the outstretched arms of one of the biomechanical killers and emptied her gun into the thing’s exposed belly. It erupted in a font of yellow, and the machine fell sideways. With a grunt, Quinn slapped a fresh magazine into her gun and fired into the side of another machine, which loosed a metallic shriek. 
 This machine fell, wounded, and was set upon by a handful of Guatemalan special forces who hacked it to death with battle-axes.  
 Then they turned, and Quinn watched them run full-bore into the approaching enemy machine. She couldn’t believe the bravery as the lightly armed men and women engaged in what amounted to hand-to-hand combat with machines.  
 But the machines dwarfed the soldiers, who couldn’t match them stride-for-stride. The spec-ops soldiers continued darting between the legs of the machines, however, thrusting and chopping with their axes, severing wires and ruggedized tendons and hose-like conduits.  
 The fighting was blurred as the axes slashed and the machines wailed and fired—often accidentally at each other—unable to get off clean shots because the fighting was so close quarters.   
 One of the Guatemalan commandos had the brass to mount an enemy machine like a bronco, riding the thing while hacking at its back as if it were a cord of wood.  
 The fighting continued for several seconds, until the commandos were spent physically, then cornered and shot to pieces by more of the machines. Enraged, Quinn and the Marines fired at the machines, cutting them down in rows.  
 She noticed Giovanni peripherally, watching him hoist two Fusion rifles from a fallen soldier, then turn and mount them on top of a fallen Syndicate warrior. His mouth distended and he triggered both weapons as sabots flew like tracer rounds, battering the Syndicate machines.  
 Quinn urged him on, then slung her weapon over her shoulder as a light arrested her attention. 
 “Oh shit…” She said, as a familiar sound pierced her ears. A split-second later, she pulled back as a Syndicate rocket landed nearby, tossing four Marines into the air and sending shrapnel in all directions. Something tore into her cheek, pain shooting through her body and then she was screaming, her skin burning as if she were on fire, but there were no flames. Next thing she knew, she was screaming as she collapsed and slid down the side of a shallow trench. When she finally opened her eyes and caught her breath, realizing she wasn’t dead, she saw that she was nearly on top of the body of a grenadier.  
 Staring into the Marine’s glassy eyes, she saw death peering back.  
 “Not today, asshole,” she said to death, and picked herself up for the fight. But when she turned around, she couldn’t help but accept the reality of their position. No matter how hard they fought, no matter how much valor, they were outmatched and outnumbered.  
 The only way to fight back was to avoid death and retreat until they could fight on better terms.  
 Without looking for approval from a higher-up, or even Hayden, she began shouting orders for the retreat. “Into the jungle!” she said. “We’ve got a better chance at taking them out under cover,” she lied.  
 The Marines and other spec-ops soldiers jumped at the chance to get out of the thick of it. Except for Hayden, who glared at her for ordering them out of the action. But the deed was done, and everyone was moving off the battlefield.  
 




Chapter Six: Retreat

   
 Quinn charged back up the hill she had rolled down, remembering an old tip Hayden had drilled into her during basic training: focus on one thing, one very personal thing, and make the fight about that. To lose the battle would mean to lose that precious thing forever.  
 She visualized falling under the feet of the Syndicate and of one of the machines going for her daughter. No way in hell was she letting that happen.  
 The thought brought with it a dark energy that flooded her mind and body. She snarled and grabbed a dead Marine’s grenade launcher and bandolier of ammo. 
 Quinn pushed herself back and rolled out of the trench to see Milo in a life and death battle with a Syndicate mech readying to finish him off.  
 “AGGHHHH!” Quinn screamed, mounting a fallen battle drone and ripping off several blasts from her grenade launcher. 
 The grenades twirled through the air and burst over the enemy machine, ripping it into smoking pieces, yellowed strands of wiring, and what might have been tendons or ligature. 
 Milo muscled himself up, nodding at Quinn, thankful for the assist.  
 The Marines turned to see that the machines were largely defeated, but the Syndicate fighters were charging at them en masse.  
 Quinn, the Marines, and their special forces allies took cover and opened fire.  
 Soon, the Syndicate fighters were falling in great bunches, and Hayden signaled a charge, leading the Marines on a rampage through the undergrowth. They fired at the attackers while tactical teams shot at the hovercraft with Hafnium rockets. Flames from the stricken ships were sweeping across the jungle as the Marines formed a crescent-shaped formation, moving collectively toward the advancing invaders. 
 This strategy was done by design, a trap that high command had devised after revisiting some of the wars of old, including battles fought by the military genius Hannibal. The idea was to gradually extend the center of the Marine line, and then have the troops on the left and right fall off in echelon formation to produce the crescent. It was hoped that the Marines would break the forward momentum of the attackers and lure them into an area that had been set up with traps. 
 The Marines ran down through the jungle, firing their weapons without worrying about a clear shot or even taking the time to aim. Quinn found her breaths coming in short, forced bursts, as if she had to remember to breathe or would drop dead. What kept her going were thoughts of her daughter and the fact that Milo, Giovanni, and the others were still there, still alive, fighting alongside her.  
 Quinn inserted several grenades into her launcher as a form blurred past.  
 It was Renner, and he was covered in blood, some of it red, but most of it yellow. The little man smiled, his features hidden behind a mask of gore and grit. He looked at that moment like a corpse that had just been freshly resurrected, though there didn’t seem to be a wound on him.  
 “You know what I’m going to say,” he said to Quinn, his chest heaving, spitting out copious amounts of blood. 
 “You should see the other guy?” she replied. 
 Renner smiled through bloody teeth. 
 “Fucking-A right,” Renner laughed, turning and blasting shots into the jungle. “Fucking get some!” he shouted, leaping over a fallen tree and plowing through the shredded undergrowth.  
 Quinn rushed after him, feeling the excitement of the charge, shooting into the jungle, willing her sabots into the attackers.  
 All around her, Marines funneled down over an embankment and into a large hole that had been seared into the middle of the jungle by the Syndicate bombing. 
 Quinn soon found herself alongside Milo, Giovanni, Hayden, and Renner.  
 “The time of our lives, eh, boys and girls?” Renner said, stepping up next to Quinn and winking before unleashing a new spray of bullets into the canopy. “Might as well make the most of it.”  
 Renner opened the cylinder on his launcher, smoke billowing out as he inserted a fistful of grenades before running off, the other Marines in tow.  
 Quinn paused for several heartbeats, still standing in the same place when a sound hit. 
 A shrill whistle that came from somewhere on the other side of the jungle.  
 Instinct told Quinn that it was the sound of approaching mortars again, and in a flash, rounds were detonating all around, shaking the earth and sending black smoke into the air. Several rounds landed nearby, peppering her and her fellow Marines with debris.  
 “TAKE COVER!” Quinn screamed.  
 A Marine to the left of Quinn spun, searching for an enemy to shoot, when BAM! A mortar hit him dead center, pulping him and two others nearby.  
 Spattered with their gore, Quinn dove behind a wall of her freshly fallen platoon mates.  
 She counted to three, trying to control her breathing. Looking about to see who was still left, she froze at the sight of red armor, the Syndicate fighters entering a clearing thirty yards away.  
 The world was still spinning, her ears still ringing from the mortar rounds, when a distant shouting started. She saw Renner come running back, holding two old-school machine pistols like a madman.  
 Quinn had seen several of the Honduran spec-ops carrying the weapons, and realized Renner had taken them from the fallen. He unleashed hell on the Syndicate fighters, but the shots were ineffective, the bullets bouncing off the red armor. Renner cursed, dropped the weapons, and brought around his grenade launcher.  
 “SEMPER FI, BITCHES!” Renner screamed, letting loose a war-whoop.  
 Renner dropped five of the Syndicate fighters. He held his launcher up, signaling at Quinn.  
 “Follow me, and I will take you to the place where heroes are born!” Renner bellowed.  
 Quinn rolled her eyes at his hyperbole, but followed. What choice did she have? 
 Renner vanished into the jungle, and Quinn grabbed her rifle and ran after him, cutting through the undergrowth as enemy shots ripped through the greenery, leaving scorch marks. Quinn had no idea where Renner was, but saw Milo up ahead and sprinted after him.  
 Milo turned and motioned at Quinn when— 
 WHAM! 
 An explosion mushroomed the earth just up ahead. The blast rocked Quinn to the ground, but she levered herself up, scanning for Milo. For a moment, she saw only smoke and fire. And then she saw him… on the ground… motionless, maybe twenty yards away. He was one of the strongest members of the unit, and if was down, what hope did the rest of them have?  
 She pushed such thoughts aside and plowed forward, refusing to give in so easily.  
 The dead and dying carpeted the ground between her and Milo. She dropped to her haunches as ordnance thudded nearby. She studied the hillock of bodies, and saw movement where Milo lay. 
 Grabbing her rifle, Quinn plunged forward. Blood roared in her ears as she stumble-ran toward Milo, her feet feeling like they were encased in stone.  
 Quinn was fifty feet from him when Milo rolled over and looked at her, his face a mosaic of welts and lacerations. He was injured ... but alive! 
 Quinn raised up a hand and— 
 WHUMP! 
 A mortar round landed off to her right, impacting against a pile of bodies. As if on the end of an invisible string, the blast yanked Quinn sideways. She lost her rifle and smacked into the ground so hard that it stole her breath. Woozy, and on the verge of slipping into unconsciousness, she struggled to get up from the ground.  
 There were several seconds of eerie silence before Quinn looked up... 
 ...directly into the masked eyes of a Syndicate fighter that glittered like knives. Whether the soldier hidden behind the garnet-red armor was biological or mechanical, Quinn couldn’t tell. Frankly it didn’t matter. What was important was that the bastard was the only alien in sight, mad-dogging Quinn, peering at her over the end of a black blade that was as long as a man’s leg.  
 Reflexively, Quinn feigned lunging left, and then went right.  
 The blade slammed into the ground, barely missing Quinn. She grabbed an empty Fusion rifle from a fallen Marine and came up swinging.  
 Quinn fought with cold control, using a mixture of martial arts and underhanded street fighting skills.  
 The invader slashed at Quinn, who parried the blows and uppercut the attacker with the end of her rifle. The Syndicate soldier sailed back as Quinn pounced. She brought her rifle over her head, readying to finish the alien off, when the Syndicate soldier threw out a leg that caught Quinn near the ankle, doubling her over. 
 She dropped the rifle, and the alien shrieked and brought the blade up over his head. 
 Quinn stared at the ground, searching for something, anything to use as a weapon. And then she found it. 
 A mortar round that hadn’t exploded! 
 She grabbed the round and turned in a flourish, but the alien was one step ahead of her. Quinn realized it was too late and then— 
 PLUNK! 
 A rock bounced off the enemy soldier’s battle helmet. 
 Startled, the Syndicate fighter hesitated. 
 And in that brief pause, Quinn rammed the shell into a gap between the alien’s body armor and helmet and kicked it. 
 BOOM! 
 The blast liberated the alien’s upper torso from the rest of its body, scattering the remains as the shock wave tossed Quinn to the ground. She rolled over once again, overwhelmed by the funk of what smelled like smoldering rubber. She reached down and grabbed her legs, and said thanks to God that she wasn’t missing any parts.   
 Her eyes roamed and soon they were locked with Milo, who was on his knees. Milo blinked.  
 “That was epic,” Milo said. 
 “Jesus, you, you … threw a rock?” Quinn asked. 
 Milo nodded. “Quick thinking, huh?” 
 “A … fucking rock?”  
 “That was the best I could do given the circumstances,” he added.  
 Quinn cursed under her breath and moved to Milo, then helped him up. Milo was covered in powder and dust, yellow murk from the Mechs, and the blood of other Marines, but otherwise unharmed. A whistle sounded nearby, and they turned to see Hayden, Giovanni, Renner, and close to two dozen other Marines signaling for them to follow. 
 “Any day now, Marines!” Hayden shouted.  
 Quinn and Milo met up with the others, all of them looking utterly spent, marinated in blood and gore.  
 “Where the hell’s everyone else?” Milo asked. 
 “You’re looking at everyone else,” Giovanni replied. 
 Hayden nodded. “No plan survives contact with the enemy, and so we find ourselves all by our lonesome, Devil Dogs. We are the last motherfuckers standing, hence the only ones who can do the deed.” 
 “And what deed might that be, Gunny?” Quinn asked. 
 Hayden glanced at Renner, who grinned in response. “Blow up the fucking jungle and save the world,” Renner said.  
 




Chapter Seven: The Fog of War

   
 Quinn felt her knees about to give out as she ran down the hill, Milo and Giovanni at her side. Soon, she got a second wind and rushed ahead, swatting away vines and creepers. Every time she lost sight of Hayden and the others behind a tree or the tall bushes of the jungle, she wanted to shout out and tell them to hurry the fuck up. But for now she knew she needed to control her breathing and just keep pushing on as the others caught up.  
 Over the crest of the hill, the Marines appeared little more than silhouettes as they chopped through the undergrowth, mud-surfing down the backside of the barren half of the hill. Quinn was still out front, setting the pace, moving like someone with the VO2-max of a greyhound.  
 She stopped on the brow of a hill and listened to her own shallow breathing.  
 Some of the others had murmured about “fog of war” during boot camp and in the days leading up to the assault. Even Hayden, the unit’s battle-hardened Gunny, had told her to expect “dust in her eyes” the first time she saw the enemy up close. Quinn hadn’t experienced that at all. In actuality, she could feel every muscle, every fiber in her body seeming to move as one. Smells were more pronounced and colors more vibrant. She hesitated to say it, but after her first taste of real combat, she felt more alive than ever before.  
 Hayden caught up and stopped at her side, fighting to catch his breath. “Ain’t you ever heard that it’s bad to show up the boss?” 
 “Noted,” she said, and paused. Quinn held Hayden’s look. “How you feeling, Gunny?” 
 “Like a bag of smashed assholes.” 
 “You got a lotta weakness leaving the body then, huh?” A smile tugged at the corner of Quinn’s mouth. 
 “That's what they say pain is, right? Weakness leaving the body.” Hayden scoffed. “But I say fuck that. Pain is my body's way of saying I'm going to kill every last one of those toad-licking mud-fucks.”  
 Quinn laughed, but Hayden’s face went wooden. He was studying the faraway jungle tree line, and glanced back to see that the other Marines had come to a stop behind them.  
 “How far?” Milo asked, catching his breath.  
 “We’re close,” Hayden replied. “Four thousand yards, maybe less.” 
 “Where are they?” Giovanni asked.  
 “All around,” Hayden whispered, in reply. 
 The big man turned and pumped a fist, and the Marines dropped down a decline, then negotiated over a massive tree that bridged a hissing cataract of water. 
 Minutes later, they sliced past the fire-blackened wreckage of three drop-ships and gliders, running by the bodies of fallen Marines from other units lying motionless, parts missing and leaking fluids.  
 Hayden used hand signals, urging the Marines to double-time it, when a sound echoed out in the distance.  
 The note rose and fell like someone blowing a whistle.  
 One of the Marines swiveled and looked up … and his head disappeared in a red spray. 
 “AMBUSH!” Giovanni shrieked. 
 Quinn grabbed Giovanni and pulled him back to safety as tracer rounds grazed over the top of his head. 
 More whistles sounded, and now the jungle was alive with movements. Rocket fire rang out, explosions rocking the ground and wounding or killing a half dozen Marines. 
 Renner barrel-rolled under cover of a wing on a fallen dropship and raked the tree line with grenades. Quinn and the others triggered their weapons, letting loose a merciless wave of return fire that shredded the advancing Syndicate fighters, turning the triple-canopy into a fireball. 
 There were screams, and Quinn looked up to see several of her brothers- and sisters-in-arms on the ground out beyond her, wounded, writhing in agony.  
 Quinn ran forward with three others to rescue the wounded, including two female Marines that were bucking on the ground amidst a heap of dying Syndicate fighters.  
 Quinn grabbed the arms of the wounded females as the other Marines stumble-stepped toward a downed Syndicate warrior. Quinn stared dumbstruck at the alien attacker. The alien’s armor was wracked with convulsions, as if it were being jolted by a million volts of electricity, and a viscous liquid geysered from a wound in its combat helmet. 
 Quinn watched a section of the alien’s red armor pull back to reveal an inner cavity. The attacker stabbed a finger against what might have been a button, and a whirring sound grew in intensity. Quinn’s internal fear-meter instantly began to tick up.  
 “Get back,” Quinn said, softly at first. 
 The whirring sound pulsed, and now Quinn could see that all of the wounded Syndicate fighters had done the same—had triggered some mechanism housed within their armor. 
 “GET THE FUCK BACK!” 
 She dragged the two female Marines back into a ditch as the area in front of her disappeared in a bonfire-bright fireball. The other Marines that had been probing the dead and wounded Syndicate fighters were carbonized as Quinn shielded her eyes, the flames licking the air. For God’s sakes, she thought to herself, the aliens had the ability to self-destruct! 
 Somebody shouted “PULL BACK!” and meaty hands grabbed her arms. Quinn looked back to see Milo and Giovanni pulling her. 
 “We need to move now!” Milo shouted. 
 Forcing herself up, Quinn joined the remaining dozen Marines just as the ground rumbled under the treads of a pack of Syndicate drones. Horror filled her as she watched dozens of enemy drones emerge from the tree line, chain guns and rocket launchers rotating on turrets, searching for targets. 
 The drones opened fire as the Marines ducked into the undergrowth on the opposite side of the battlefield. Quinn covered her head as trees were turned to matchsticks, shrapnel and debris pelting her helmet and armor as she ran for cover, praying she wouldn’t be struck down. Thinking of her daughter.   
 She spotted Giovanni and Hayden ahead, the latter shouting orders and gesturing wildly, and then they were following him. They darted to their left, moving around massive, moss-covered boulders, then down into a valley where they turned north.  
 Whether she knew where they were going or not, she couldn't give a damn, as long as somebody got them away from where they'd been. And yet, Hayden actually seemed to be guiding what was left of the unit through the gauntlet with a destination in mind.  
 They emerged into what looked like just another section of jungle, but Quinn immediately knew that something was different. She could see the faint mounds of earth from where bunkers and an elaborate series of tunnels had been dug into the ground.  
 This was where the trap was to be sprung. 
 “Let’s go!” Hayden shouted, windmilling his free arm and leading the Marines over an embankment that crisscrossed a partially open field. They were heading directly toward what Quinn could see was an access hole, maybe two feet wide by three feet deep. The hole was wreathed on all sides by plastic and appeared to be reinforced on the inside by metal sheathing.  
 They ducked into the hole and proceeded through a series of trap doors, slithering up, then sideways, and finally dropping down as far as twenty feet into the ground.  
 Internal passageways led to a labyrinth of caverns that snaked through as many as four separate levels. Quinn followed the others as they passed sleeping chambers, kitchens, latrines, and huge caches of non-perishable food. All of this had been built and put in place years before in anticipation of this day, like some modern-day Maginot line constructed underground.  
 Quinn stared at corridors that led to other corridors, thinking back on something that someone had told her, that the complex’s tunnels ran for two hundred miles in every direction, stretching well beyond the jungle.  
 “What’s the plan, Gunny?” Quinn shouted at Hayden. 
 Hayden glanced back. “I’m calling an audible.” 
 “The hell does that mean?” Milo asked. 
 “Time for a little improvisation,” Giovanni replied. 
 Hayden nodded. “We lure the bastards down into our lair,” the big man said. 
 “And then?” Quinn asked.  
 Renner glanced around, then his eyes narrowed in concentration. “We find a way to blow this fucking place sky high, baby.”   
 The ground shook as the Marines crouch-ran down into the ground, and the shouts of Syndicate fighters echoed from behind. It was only a matter of time before the invaders found them. 
 Quinn pushed on, doing her best to follow the remnants of the unit through the tunnel that corkscrewed down into the belly of the complex. The tunnels seemed to vibrate around her, then close in. She felt her head spinning. 
 “Come on, Quinn!” Giovanni shouted above the thunderous attack.  
 She had collapsed to her hands and knees, not even realizing it until she was staring at the darkness and her fingers were digging into the dirt of the tunnel floor. With a great heave, she pushed herself up and leaned against the wall.  
 Giovanni was at her side, wrapping an arm around her, and helped her to stand. He froze, staring at her midsection. When she looked down, she saw why—a crack in her armor, a line of blood escaping through it.  
 When had she been hit? The world started to spin again, but Giovanni pulled her close and said, “You got this.” Then they were stumbling forward, doing their best to run side-by-side in the narrow tunnel.  
 Quinn worked her fingers into the armor, prying back a clasp to see a small hole, likely made by shrapnel. Blood seeped, and she put pressure on the wound even as the sound of the pursuing Syndicate attackers grew. She knew at that moment she could give up. Just lean her head back and throw up her hands and wait for the alien invaders to reach her. But that wasn’t who she was. In a sense, she’d been born and bred for this.  
 Having grown up with her brothers, she’d never been given the easy way out, and that wasn’t about to change. She had to keep fighting for herself and her fellow Marines—and the little girl that was waiting for her to return home.   
 Quinn loosed a primal scream and tried to hurry. Teeth bared, she fumbled forward, realizing she’d lost sight of the other Marines. She closed her eyes and listened for them, but couldn’t discern anything over the howling shrieks of the Syndicate soldiers. 
 The tunnel forked up ahead, and Quinn searched the ground for telltale signs of the Marines. Seeing nothing, she jogged left, her breathing growing more labored, blood from the wound sheeting the front of her armor when— 
 BOOM! 
 The tunnel behind her exploded, the blast propelling her forward.  
 She bounced off the earthen wall of the tunnel, spinning onto her side. Through the smoke of the explosion she could make out the faintest hint of a Syndicate attacker. More of the aliens appeared, aiming their weapons. 
 Quinn managed to pull herself back as the Syndicate opened fire. 
 Rounds from their weapons kicked up dirt and buzzed past her head like a herd of angry bees. 
 She willed herself forward, following the tunnel as it spooled down into an open space, a control room of some kind.  
 Quinn planted a foot and made a move to cross the space when a round from a Syndicate rifle tore through the soft flesh of her hamstring. 
 Quinn toppled like a cornered animal. 
 She screamed, gripping the puckered hole in her leg.  
 Elbowing herself up, she watched six Syndicate invaders enter the room and stride before her. Clucking sounds emanated from the helmets of the aliens, and Quinn knew they were communicating. One of them seemed to laugh, unsheathing another impossibly long black blade and making a motion that to Quinn looked like they were preparing to take her head off.  
 The alien with the blade leaned in close to Quinn. She could see now that the visor on its helmet contained what looked like a dark liquid constantly moving and changing form. The thing clucked and pointed at her as if demanding some response. 
 “You want me to say something?” She flinched at her own words.  
 The alien appeared to nod, and Quinn gestured for it to move closer. 
 It did, and she unleashed a wicked jab that caught the alien just under its helmet. The blow stung her hand, but knocked the alien back onto its ass. It was worth it. 
 “Fuck you,” Quinn hissed, rising. The aliens leveled their guns, then— 
 BRAT! BRAT! BRAT! 
 Gunfire rang out and the Syndicate fighters dropped to the ground in a heap. Quinn stared, dumbstruck, and then looked up to see Milo, Giovanni, and a squad of Marines following them. They had done it!  
 But then she saw they were unarmed, their hands bound behind their backs. Behind them came a posse of men and women with impassive countenance and heavy arms, dressed in soiled, irregular garb. These were the guerilla fighters who’d gunned the Syndicate fighters down.  
 One of the irregulars strode forward, a bulked-up man who was missing an ear and had a combat rifle dangling from a sling across his chest. 
 “You’re alive, little lady,” he said. 
 “Lucky me,” Quinn replied, eyes darting everywhere, searching for an angle and seeing none. 
 “You’ve got two choices.” 
 “Is one of them to leave here and take these clowns with me?” she asked, gesturing at the Marines.  
 The irregular slowly shook his head. “Nah. That’s not it at all. It’s more like … Join us, or die.” 
 A few seconds of silence stretched. 
 “Who … who are you?” Quinn asked.  
 The irregular smiled. “We’re the resistance.” 
   
 




Chapter Eight: The Resistance is Born

   
 Quinn stared up at the irregular soldier, her eyes unwavering even as a stream of blood seeped from her hamstring. They’d all heard rumors about large groups of ex-soldiers and cops who’d formed a kind of global militia. Sort of like an “Oath Keepers” targeted at aliens. But there was no way they could really be up and running this fast. Doubt filled Quinn’s mind.  
 The leaders of the militia were tech savvy, and made it known through interviews and articles and social media postings that they did not believe the military would be able to save them when the Syndicate arrived.  
 As such, they’d taken up collections and weapons and formed groups in every country around the Earth, planning to link up in the event of an alien attack. Professional soldiers and Marines like Quinn were leery about the wannabe resistance, and the unkempt appearance of the man in front of her did nothing to dispel her concerns.  
 The underground complex’s ceiling shook, showering the Marines and the resistance fighters with dirt. The resistance fighter with one ear motioned with his rifle toward a door. 
 “Move it,” the resistance fighter said. 
 “Yeah, I’m kinda shot in the hamstring so that’s gonna be a little difficult,” Quinn said.  
 The one-eared fighter squinted at her bloody leg. 
 “Suck it up,” the fighter said. 
 “I’d love to, but that’s not going to staunch the wound.”  
 The one-eared fighter gestured to a comrade, who pulled a length of nylon out of a rucksack and tightened it around Quinn’s leg. The flow of blood ebbed. 
 “Better?” the resistance fighter asked. 
 “For the moment, yes,” Quinn replied. “But I’m not going anywhere until somebody tells me what’s going on.”  
 “Look around? The goddamn world is ending,” the man replied.  
 “That’s not really responsive,” Quinn said.  
 The one-eared fighter looked to his comrades, then iced Quinn with a look. “What’s going on is that we just saved your ass and improved your situation.” 
 “Not from where I’m standing,” Quinn replied.  
 “You got a mouth on you—” 
  “Quinn. My name’s Quinn.” 
  “Jennings. My go-by is Jennings, and Quinn is a boy’s name.” 
  “Take it up with my dad.” She glared, holding his gaze.  
 Quinn gestured with her head toward the other Marines. “That’s Milo, Renner, and Hayden.” 
 Jennings nodded. “We’ve met.” He waved at one of his fighters. “Cut ‘em loose.” 
 Another resistance fighter, a female, handed out syringes with large-gauge needles. Renner balked at the size of the needle. 
 “My mother always told me to just say no,” he said. 
 “Your mother wasn’t about to do what we’re gonna do,” Jennings replied. 
 “What is it?” Milo asked, holding up the syringe. 
 “Epinephrine,” Jennings said. “Liquid scream. You’ll thank me after it’s over.” 
 “After what’s over?” Quinn asked. 
 Jennings and the others didn’t respond, already on the move down through another tunnel. The Marines followed, running into semi-darkness. As they advanced, Jennings explained how the resistance had taken over the pre-position vault months earlier, expecting the alien invasion to succeed and not at all convinced that the government or the military would have the stones or the wherewithal to adequately confront the threat. 
 Quinn fell in line with Milo and the others, the Marines whispering.  
 “You really need to work on your interpersonal skills, Quinn,” Milo said, gesturing at Jennings. 
 “Why’s that?” 
 “For starters, they’ve got the guns.” 
 She nodded. “For now.”  
 “Where the hell were you?” Milo asked. 
 She pointed at the blood on her armor.  
 “How bad?” he asked. 
 “Missed my vitals, but it hurts like a bitch.” 
 He nodded. 
 She held his gaze. “What’s the SITREP above?” 
 “Comms were knocked out,” he replied. “Whole situation topside is apparently FUBAR.” 
 Quinn gestured at the resistance fighters. “And the JV team?” 
  “Didn’t they tell you? They’re the self--proclaimed resistance.” 
 “What are they resisting?”  
 “From the smell of this place, showers apparently,” he said.  
 She smirked and swapped a look with Hayden. “What do you reckon, Gunny?”  
 “We do as we always do, boys and girls. Play nice until it’s time not to be nice.”  
 Quinn and Milo shared a doubtful glance. What the fuck had they gotten themselves into?  
 *** 
 Quinn already had deep misgivings about throwing in with the resistance, and being told where to go without an explanation wasn’t helping.  
 To begin with, the fighters were not professionals, and Quinn was terrified about how they might react when confronted by a sizable force. She was also worried about whatever ulterior motives the resistance might have. In her experience, every organization had an agenda, however outwardly benign, and surely the resistance, or the militia, or whatever the irregulars called themselves, were no different.  
 With her knowledge of the resistance from before the invasion, she wondered whether it would be possible for the Marines and the resistance to co-exist, but at the moment there was no other choice. They had to, since both were facing a common enemy.  
 Seconds later, they slipped past a door that opened with a pneumatic hiss and hauled themselves up a metal ladder that led to an interior chamber stocked with gear and ammunition. 
 “Take what you can carry,” Jennings said.  
 His arrogant presumption of authority annoyed Quinn, but she did as instructed. The rest of the Marines also quickly geared up as Quinn grabbed a handful of med-patches.  
 Quinn removed a section of her armor and slapped a med-patch in place near the upper wound, and another down by her hamstring. Instantly, the red seepage stopped and a warmth spread over the impacted areas. Quinn’s head swam and a loopy smile splashed across her lips as the medicine worked its magic. 
 “Don’t take this the wrong way, lady, but you look a little fucked up,” Jennings said. “You sure you’ll be able to handle your business like that?” 
 “She fights better when she’s fucked up,” Renner replied, with a wink. 
 “I’m still not convinced you people should be in the fight anyway.” 
 Quinn looked up. “What did you just say?” 
 Jennings’s gaze smoked into hers. “Did you not hear me?” 
 “No, but you’re missing a fucking ear and I thought maybe it might’ve impacted the part of your gray matter that controls speech.” 
 Jennings’s eyes narrowed to slits. “I don’t ascribe to the idea that women can do what men can.” 
 “This from a guy who probably squats when he has to take a leak,” she replied.  
 Jenning’s face splotched red. He pointed a gnarled finger at Quinn. “Unless you're hiding something under there, they obviously made an exception for you, little lady. For now, we'll take what we can get, but later, you might have to be repurposed.” His face reddened with righteous indignation as he hovered over Quinn.  
 “If you apologize right now, I promise I’ll go easy on you,” Quinn said. 
 Jennings chuckled. “Yeah? You a badass? You some kinda ferocious mama bear?” 
 “Nope, I’m the thing that eats mama bears for lunch,” she replied. 
 “Really? And what kinda animal might that be?” 
 “A mama wolf.”  
 Quinn popped him in the jaw. Just like that. 
 Down the big man went, the other resistance fighters too shocked to react. Jennings hit the ground, shook it off, and then sprang up on the balls of his feet.  
 Enraged, he charged Quinn, who dropped low and punted him in the ribs as the Marines hooted and hollered. 
 “You fight like a girl!” Quinn shouted, bobbing and weaving. “Not a badass chick, I mean like a little, five-year old girl.”  
 Jennings cursed and swung wildly, but Quinn jabbed him twice in the neck. Jennings toppled like a felled tree, and Quinn grabbed his arm and torqued it behind his head. Just like her father had taught her to do when she was twelve years old. 
 “Tell mommy when it hurts,” she hissed, taking more delight than she should have in the moment. But it did feel good to vent a little after having already lost the battle. 
 After a few more seconds of making her point with her muscles, Quinn pulled back, feeling the tendons starting to stretch in Jennings’s arm like rubber hands pulled to their breaking point. Jennings’s mouth became a mask of pain and rage. 
  “Enough!” someone shouted. 
 Quinn looked over to see the female resistance fighter who’d handed out the syringes. They had called her Tara, and she was aiming a rifle at Quinn’s head. 
 “Let him go, bitch, or I’ll snatch the light from your eyes,” Tara said.  
 Quinn released her grip and stood back, catching looks from Milo, Giovanni, Hayden, and Renner, who nodded and grinned. Jennings rose and grabbed his rifle, sweeping it across the Marines. His gaze roamed over all of them and stopped at Quinn. 
 “You just volunteered for it, shitkicker,” he said to Quinn.  
 “For what?” she asked.  
 “The running of the gauntlet. You’ve been repurposed. Go and sacrifice yourself.”  
 “’The hell you say,” Hayden thundered. He took a step and the other resistance fighters angled their weapons at him. “You’re not sending her out there.” 
 Jennings gave a terse gesture. “Hey, no problem, none at all.” He whipped open his tactical vest to reveal a string of miniature grenades dangling from a length of wire. “I mean, how ‘bout instead of her running the gauntlet I take us all for a spin into the great void?” Jennings fingered the pins on several of the grenades. “Who wants to go with me?” 
 Hayden swapped looks with the other Marines. The expression on his face, hard as obsidian, spoke volumes. He didn’t like it, but there was nothing he could do. 
 Jennings smiled to himself, self-satisfied, and then he did two things at once: He stabbed the syringe into Quinn’s thigh and slapped a red button on a panel that opened a door. The door opened to reveal a chute that led to the outside world.  
 “Go,” he said to Quinn. “GO!” 
 Quinn had no idea what the hell was happening, but she grabbed a rifle and bandolier of ammunition and squeezed into the chute, crouching and running forward.  
 The adrenaline soon kicked in, and she could barely feel her feet while running so briskly. The chute broadened near its end, and Quinn was galloping at her full height as she exited the tunnel into the blinding whiteness of day. 
 What she saw next stole the breath from her lungs.  
 The area above the tunnel complex had apparently been carpet-bombed by the Syndicate, the surrounding area a moonscape of broken concrete and scorched steel, the outer jungle still smoking as if hacked down by an army of slash and burn farmers. 
 Ghostly halos of smoke hovered over the ashen bodies of unrecognizable aliens in Exo-Armor and Marines who lay scattered like seeds from the inside of a shattered gourd. Quinn’s eyes swung from this to the broken skeletons of dropships and gliders, lying where they had crashed, having carved deep trenches in the earth. 
 “We missed the fireworks,” Milo said, arriving behind her. 
 “Not all of ‘em!” shouted Jennings. 
 The Marines looked up to see gliders scything past, searching for any signs of survivors, readying to destroy the tunnel complex. 
 “RUN!” 
 The group took off as a glider streaked past and dropped a payload of bunker-busting bombs. They hit the ground and began boring down into the earth until— 
 WHUMP-BOOM! 
 The great, shuddering force of an earthquake hit Quinn and the others, lifting them off their feet. They crashed in a heap amidst a pile of dust-covered human and alien remains.  
 Quinn stood and opened fire on the dropship, but then it hit her—a pulse of energy directed from a laser on the ship’s underside. She stood as stiff as a statue, unable to move a muscle, her arms outflung as if she were about to be crucified.  
 The same thing was happening to those around her, all of the Marines caught up in a vortex of bright, blue light. 
 Quinn and the others dangled like stringless puppets for a moment, and then they were sucked up into the vortex, into the underbelly of the Syndicate dropship. Even though her body was immobilized, Quinn could feel and see everything. All the pain and all the devastation of the battlefield.  
 Sure, there were countless Syndicate fighters littering the battlefield, but ten times more humans blanketed the bloody ground, and Quinn’s heart sank.  
 Then, off in the distance, she saw something that offered a glimpse of hope. Giovanni running with a group of Irregulars and Marines up the mountain and still fighting.  
 Quinn wanted to shout out and cheer Giovanni on, but her mouth wouldn’t move.


 




Chapter Nine: Hand-to-Hand Combat

   
 Giovanni was running with the other members of the resistance, glad to be alive. Moments before, he had come back from the confusion of an explosion. When he rolled over with a groan, his head spinning, he pushed himself up and his eyes fluttered open to take in the earth, the flattened bush he’d fallen on, and it had all come back—the explosion, the pain. It had thrown him back and away from Quinn, Milo, and the others.  
 Now he was running with Jennings and the others, all running through the jungle, using the smoke from downed ships as cover. 
 Unexpectedly, Jennings stopped, fist raised in the air. The rest froze, then proceeded with caution to his position. Giovanni stared up at the sky, mouth agape in amazement.  
 Those damned Syndicate ships filled the sky, some already zooming off, some shooting down beams of light and waiting while people were sucked up into the ships.  
 There was one person he recognized, so close he could have thrown a stone and hit her—Quinn. She was already in the air, floating upward in a bright orange and yellow light.  
 More Marines from near her position went up next, along with a few men and women that he recognized as resistance fighters.  
 This was so jacked up.  
 One of the resistance fighters lifted a rocket launcher, but Giovanni grabbed the weapon and pushed it down. 
 “It’s too late,” Giovanni said. “There’s nothing we can do.” 
 “So what then?” the man asked. “We do nothing?” 
 Jennings nodded. “For now. He’s right. Holster your weapons. As tragic as it is, we have to use whatever’s happening to them as cover to get away.”  
 He paused, making eye contact with all of his men. “They’d want it that way. Luke would want it that way.”  
 With another signal from the man, the resistance fighters melted into the undergrowth, becoming one with their surroundings. Giovanni hesitated, but realizing he was the last Marine left, decided his best bet for survival was with them.  
 Giovanni followed at the back of the resistance fighters, trekking over what looked like an animal path through the center of the jungle. They ran past charred huts and still-smoldering lean-tos that marked the torn corpse of a once vibrant village. The ground was gouged from bombs and missiles presumably unleashed by the Syndicate. 
 Booming sounded off in the distance, followed by the shriek of aircraft overhead. Ordnance thudded nearby and the sound of screams and gunfire rang out. 
 Taking cover behind a large tree, Giovanni looked up and out. For a moment, he caught sight of something small, no larger than a bicycle, drifting over the jungle canopy. It appeared to be watching the group trudge into the jungle. Giovanni signaled to the resistance fighters, but they didn’t see him, and by the time he looked back, whatever had been there was gone.  
 Giovanni jumped over fallen trees and hopped across boulders until he caught up with Jennings, who was following a path only he could see. Giovanni grabbed Jennings’s shoulder. 
 “Where are we going?” Giovanni asked. 
 Jennings stopped and looked over his shoulder. “The resistance is going this way. Your choice whether you want to accompany us or not.” He shrugged Giovanni off and kept moving.  
 Giovanni had no choice but to follow. “You can’t just run away from this, we’re losing out there!” Giovanni gestured back to what they had just witnessed. “They took Quinn. Who the hell’s in charge here?” 
 “You must have us confused with someone else. In our unit we don’t have any ranks. We … transcend them.” 
 “That’s a recipe for disaster,” Giovanni said. “And a little hyperbolic, don’t you think?” 
 “Says the Marine whose unit no longer exists.” Jennings looked momentarily regretful at saying that, but didn’t apologize.  
 “Fuck you,” Giovanni said, but realized he had a point. “And lest you forget it, here’s some truth for you: If we don’t find cover, and soon, we’re dead.” 
 “Warriors were meant to die in battle,” Tara replied, looking over.  
 Giovanni smirked at this, and at the handful of other resistance fighters, boys and girls mostly in their late teens or early twenties who were busy peering at Tara and Jennings with expectant eyes. 
 “That is the stupidest fucking thing I’ve ever—” He stopped suddenly, noticing a change in the air, a vibration like a tightly wound guitar string. 
 A shot rang out and a sabot round swished past Giovanni’s head. It caught Jennings in the face, reversing his nose into his skull. A frenetic spray of blood sheeted Giovanni’s face as Jennings fell, dead before he hit the ground. 
 Everything was a confused blur as Giovanni wiped blood, not his own, from his burning eyes. The foliage rippled with movement. From the corner of his left eye, he spotted the obscured form of a Syndicate sniper, then several drones doing sorties overhead. 
 “GET BACK!” Giovanni shrieked. “FALL BACK!” 
 The resistance fighters did just that, crisscrossing their fire more proficiently than Giovanni would have thought them capable of doing. It had the effect of pushing back the drones and forcing the sniper to take cover.  
 But their ammo was quickly spent, and they had no choice but to follow Giovanni in a retreat as the enemy regrouped for another attack. The resistance fighters rushed forward, close to Giovanni, as if he somehow were the only one who knew where they were going and what to do. But the truth was, he hadn’t a clue.  
 With no choice, though, he led the ragtag group on a frenetic dash through the jungle. By some miracle, he caught sight of footprints in a clearing, human footprints, and followed them, leading the others single file through a long stretch of switchbacks.  
 “HURRY!” Tara shouted from next to Giovanni, where she had moved up to pace him. She signaled for everyone to follow her down the side of a mountain, clutching vines and roots to steady themselves.  
 Giovanni was grateful someone who might know something was still around, and tried to pull back away from the front of their charged retreat. But a second later, he felt the air tingle. He saw a pair of Syndicate drones, larger than the others, swooping down like vultures. 
 “WE’VE GOT COMPANY!” he shouted. 
 Tara unsheathed a sword as the bottoms on the drones opened and released a cluster of what looked like steel hoses. The drones descended, spider-like, the hoses dropping around Tara’s neck like a hangman’s noose. She fought the hoses, slashing at them with her knife, but it was no use. The drone carried her up into the air, her arms still flailing, until she could no longer be seen.   
 Giovanni blanched. Then, realizing he only had seconds before it happened again, he waved his arms to the fighters behind him. 
 “WE EITHER MOVE OR WE DIE!” 
 They ran down a hillside, scrambling for cover. The Syndicate either couldn’t keep pace or chose not to, though the drones buzzed them until they had descended far into the belly of the jungle, where there were no more gaps in the canopy. They were hidden from sight, seemingly safe, but lost.  
 And then they spotted the man in the clearing. He stood as if nothing unexpected was occurring—as if he had a plan, and had determined that the war was going exactly as he wanted it to go.  
 Giovanni stared in awe, shocked into silence at the sight. 
 The man was as sleek as a jungle cat, with tanned, high cheekbones, muscular chest (visible through a partially torn camouflage jacket), and cannonball shoulders. The stranger rose from where he was stooped over an azure finger of water, then adjusted the rifle that hung from a sling over his back as he assessed the newcomers. 
 ”Where’s Jennings?” the man said, swapping looks with some of the other resistance fighters. 
  “He—he’s dead,” one of them answered. 
  The man caught sight of the blood on Giovanni’s face and clothes. Malice flared in the man’s eyes as they pinched to focus, a cloud coming over his face.  
 “Who’s he?” the man demanded, pointing at Giovanni. “Is this your fault?”  
 Giovanni took a step back, confused and caught off guard. “What do you mean? And who the fuck are you to question me? I’m a Marine. If anyone has authority here, it’s me—”  
 But it was too late. The man was charging, and a split-second later he had Giovanni by the waist, lifting him in the air to pile-drive him into the ground.  
 Giovanni instinctively brought his fists down, punching the man’s shoulders. But it felt like he was striking a brick wall. His elbows felt bruised and scraped before he even pulled up for another blow.  
 He managed to slip out of the stranger’s grip and tried to kick, but his opponent was swift, swiping Giovanni’s leg aside and grabbing hold of him again.  
 The stranger planted his feet and deadlifted Giovanni, throwing him into the air. His ears rang as Giovanni flew a good six feet, then landed in a pile of branches and creeper vines. Struggling to stand, he grabbed the only thing he could find, a stout stick, and held it out like a club. 
 The man charged again, and Giovanni swung his club. With a swift dodge of his head, the man avoided the blow and caught the club between his hands. Moving on impulse, Giovanni brought his knee up into the man’s solar plexus. The man grunted and instinctively brought his hands down, giving Giovanni room to free his club and crack it across the stranger’s head. 
 Stumbling backward, the stranger cursed, eyes unfocused. This was his chance, Giovanni thought, so he darted forward, club raised.  
 But the stranger had his footing again, and sidestepped. The two danced around, throwing punches and strikes with the club, but neither connected. Finally, Giovanni put all of his weight into a wicked uppercut. To his surprise, it connected and sent the daunting stranger to one knee. 
 The stranger stumbled to his feet again and threw a series of wild haymakers, but Giovanni knew he had him. He glided back and popped him again, splitting his lip and knocking him to his ass.  
 “Son of a…” the stranger grumbled. He rolled suddenly, reaching for something. When he came up to a sitting position, he had a rifle aimed at Giovanni's testicles.  
 “One more step,” the stranger said, threatening. “You take one more step and I’ll neuter you.”  
 The two stood silently for several terrible seconds, the stranger with his gun and Giovanni with his club. The other resistance fighters had, by this time, formed a circle around the pair as they fought. 
 “You’re bleeding,” Giovanni said, gesturing at the man’s lip.  
 The stranger smiled darkly. “There’s an old saying that a man has no worth unless he’s suffered a wound.” 
 Giovanni nodded, and then two things happened almost at once. The stranger squeezed his trigger and Giovanni flung his club. 
 Club met bullet somewhere halfway between them.  
 There was a THWACK! and a friction spark, and the bullet ricocheted off to the side. Gasps sounded from the resistance fighters as the stranger lowered his still-smoking rifle a few inches.  
 “My name’s Luke,” the stranger said. “Who the hell are you?”  
 “I’m a Marine,” Giovanni replied. 
 “The Marines lost,” Luke said. “So who the hell are you now?”  
 Giovanni shook his head. His eyes went vacant for a second, like he might tear up.  
 Luke squinted. “You a deserter?’ 
 “I’d die before turning my back on the others,” Giovanni replied.  
 “Then how’d you survive? I know what’s happening. I saw the Syndicate taking people away.”  
 “I followed your guy.” Giovanni shrugged. “Jennings. Guess that was as good an idea as any.” 
 Luke lowered his rifle completely down. “I assume you know that humanity is busy getting its ass kicked.” 
 Giovanni nodded.  
 “You feel like hoisting the white flag?” Luke said. 
 “No, sir.” 
 “You feel like fighting?” 
 “Isn’t that obvious?”  
 Luke smirked. “What the hell is your name anyway?” 
 “Giovanni.” 
 Luke nodded, looking at Giovanni as if finally seeing him for the first time. With a hint of a smile, he said, “Fine. You might regret this, but welcome to the resistance.” 
 A moment of silence followed, and then Luke reached out his hand and Giovanni shook it. He never thought he would be a member of a conspiracy-driven resistance, but that was before he knew the resistance would become the only remaining buttress in the face of an alien invasion.  
 This was how it was now, and he meant to see those alien bastards pay. Any way possible. 
 




Chapter Ten: Valiant

   
 Quinn was suspended in midair inside the Syndicate ship. Her wounds were no longer oozing red, but she couldn’t move a muscle, locked in place by some invisible force that gripped her tighter than a straitjacket. 
 She took in what of her surroundings she could see. It was dark and dank, difficult to breathe, with strange sounds echoing in every direction. It was as if the Marines had been swallowed whole and were marooned inside the belly of some leviathan.  
 Bells chimed and violet lights flashed on overhead, providing drips of illumination that allowed Quinn to see the others around her. Milo, Hayden, Renner, along with what appeared to be dozens, if not hundreds, of other men and women.  
 All suspended in the air, five feet off the ground, arms pinned to their sides.  
 There was the sound of rushing air overhead and— 
 WHAM! 
 Quinn and the others were released from the invisible grip and dropped down onto the ship’s floor. The unfamiliar metal hit her hard and knocked the breath out of her lungs. She gasped and crumpled to the ground, rolling over, hands out, bracing herself.  
 Every fiber in her body ached, every nerve ending was afire. She felt the floor under her fingers, gel-like, colloidal. It was made of a strange material that softened in reaction to body heat. Quinn wriggled her fingers and the material molded to fit her digits.  
 Turning over, she swapped looks with Milo, Hayden, and Renner, the lighting in the space so dim that it seemed as if everything was cast in perpetual twilight. 
 “Where the hell is Giovanni?” Quinn asked. 
 “He’s the lucky one,” Milo said, shaking his head. “I saw him go rabbit once we were snatched up.”  
 Renner looked at Quinn, sensing movement as the strange vessel hurtled through the sky.  
 “Where do you think we’re headed?” Renner asked.  
 “Nowhere good,” she replied.  
 “Shit, these assholes are making a huge mistake,” Hayden said. “Little do they know it, but we got ‘em right where we want ‘em.” 
 “How’s that, Sarge?” Renner asked. 
 “They’ve surrounded us. That means that no matter which way we shoot, we hit ‘em,” Hayden replied, with a smirk.  
 The light grew overhead, and now Quinn and the others could see something they’d missed before. Slots on the far walls that provided a view of the outside, of deep space.  
 Everyone rushed to the windows and peered out. 
 “Ho. Lee. Shit,” Renner said.  
 Quinn eased over his shoulder to see what he was looking at.  
 An alien craft was suspended in space, so broad and long it took up most of the view. It appeared to be less a spaceship and more a small continent that had been plucked up, flattened out, and left to drift in space. An aircraft carrier for other ships and a weapon in itself.  
 And beyond this ship, what Quinn assumed to be a mother ship of sorts, were hundreds of other, lesser craft. Quinn watched some of these ships depart, heavily laden with what appeared to be weapons, and fly down toward Earth, barely visible off to the left. Her eyes strayed to the right, and Quinn realized the craft they’d been imprisoned in was headed towards the mother ship.  
 “We never had a chance,” Milo whispered, spotting the mother ship. “I mean, look at those things. There was never a real chance, was there?”  
 Quinn slumped to the ground, her world rocked. Milo was right. They never had a fucking chance. Fusion rifles and grenades against whatever civilization had built that massive ship? It had been the equivalent of cavemen fighting with sticks and stones against Seal Team Six. 
 The fight had never been fair, because there was no way they would have ever won.  
 Head in her hands, Quinn’s thoughts turned to her daughter, Samantha. Was she afraid? Was she in pain? Was she still alive and wondering whether Quinn was dead? The very worst kind of feelings welled up inside of her, the reality that she was utterly incapable of doing anything to help her only child. That was the only thing that mattered to her in this moment. But the one thing that caused her the most pain—the sense of loss of Samantha—was also the thing that kept Quinn from falling apart while sitting there, alone, in the corner of the prison ship.  
 “What’s the SITREP?” Hayden said, crouching next to Quinn, smacking his hands together. 
 “Extremely dire,” Quinn said, avoiding eye contact. 
 “Not responsive enough, Marine,” Hayden replied.  
 “For once in my life, I don’t have an answer for that, Sarge,” she said. 
 “I reckon there’s some good news and bad.” 
 “Usually is.” 
 Hayden smirked. “The good is, if they’d have wanted us dead, we’d be dead.” 
 She glanced up. “The bad?” 
  “That is the bad.” 
 “You’re thinking they want us for a specific reason?”  
 He nodded. 
 “Long as they’re not hungry and we’re not on the menu,” Quinn said, “I figure we’ve got a chance.” 
 “My thoughts exactly, troop,” Hayden said. 
 Overhead lights flared on. Blinding. Quinn shielded her eyes with her right hand.  
 The craft rocked violently, tossing the Marines to the ground. Shouts came from the other side of the far wall.  
 Quinn clenched her fists, adopting an offensive posture, waiting. Hayden, Milo, and Renner tensed next to her. 
 “Orders, Gunny?” Renner said, bobbing on his feet, juiced. 
 “Shoot first, ask questions later,” Hayden said.  
 The far wall hummed and rose up, and Renner screamed and ran forward. 
 “Shit, I didn’t mean that literally!” Hayden shouted. 
 Renner made it halfway to the door before a Syndicate soldier appeared. The alien raised a long metal rod, and a sound like a burst of wind came out of the rod’s barrel and propelled Renner back through the air. Quinn realized the soldier was using a non-lethal munition, one that had the power to fling Renner back on his ass.  
 More Syndicate soldiers appeared, and several of the more enterprising prisoners tried to stage a revolt. Two men and a woman bum-rushed the Syndicate soldiers, who quickly cut them down with blasts from pistol-sized weapons that fired electrical charges of some kind. In seconds, the three figures were on the ground, quivering and screaming as if they were being electrocuted.  
 Quinn glanced at Renner, who held up his hands. “Well, I’ve learned my lesson. Whatever that thing was, it felt like being swatted by the hand of God.” 
 The Syndicate soldiers fanned out and snapped metal bracelets around everyone’s wrists. The bracelets were connected by an invisible energy field that functioned like handcuffs and forced the wearer’s hands down to the front of their body. 
 Quinn tried to resist and fight back, but was unable to move her hands.  
 “Stop,” Milo said. “Don’t give them a reason to kill you.” 
 She stared into his assuring eyes, then relaxed, letting it happen. 
 *** 
 The Marines were led in rows of two through a corridor that pulsed with life.   
 Thick glass windows lined the corridor on both sides, and through the windows the group could see more bound figures that appeared to be prisoners like the Marines. Some of the things were vaguely humanoid, and others looked like creatures out of a fairy tale book. Beasts of all sizes and colors, with tentacles and oversized eyes and scales and forked tongues that slapped against the glass.  
 Prisoners slid by Quinn as she stopped and stepped close to the glass cages. Who were they? What were they? Powerful beasts from other planets, brought as weapons the way Hannibal deployed elephants against the Romans to instill fear and wreak havoc? Or sentient species, trapped for experimentation? Prisoners of war from other defeated planets? Maybe they were food. She had no idea. But every possibility was potentially a bad one. 
 She was surprised to see the aliens, but not alarmed. Ever since word had spread about the impending invasion, it had become clear that the citizens of Earth were not alone in the universe. She’d seen intel photos on aliens, so she wasn’t taken aback by any of the creatures assembled on the other side of the glass.   
 One creature in particular drew her attention because it looked like a helpless rabbit. But when she drew near, the rabbit’s exterior pulled back to reveal reptilian scales underneath, beady eyes, and fangs that extended longer than the size of the creature’s body. It hissed at Quinn, startling her and causing her to jump back, and tried to bite through the glass with no success until it gave up and retreated into its facade of being a harmless rabbit-like pet.  
 Next to the false rabbit was another odd creature in its own glass cage. This one baffled Quinn even more. It looked like an undersized reptilian wolf. Claws, fangs, pointed ears, and lanky legs. Even worse, it seemed like a child. Maybe even being raised from birth as a weapon of some kind.  
 “The poor bastards are prisoners just like us,” Renner said, from behind Quinn. 
 “Syndicate must be going planet to planet,” Milo offered. 
 “If they’re prisoners, then they’re like us,” Quinn blurted out. “They’re fighters. Warriors. If we can help them, we should.” 
 “Why the hell would they be taking all of the fighters hostage?” Renner asked. 
 “To keep them off the battlefield,” Hayden said, piping up. 
 Milo nodded. “Sort of like how Valerian was kidnapped by the Persian king Sassanian after the Battle of Edessa.” 
 “Where the hell do you get that shit from?” Renner asked. 
 “Ever heard of books?” 
 Renner held up a fist. “Ever heard of taking a spin at knuckle junction.”  
 Quinn spotted a multi-limbed abomination on the other side of the glass. Its two heads rotated and its eight eyes fixed a look on Quinn. The thing slammed itself against the glass, and Quinn flinched.  
 “There’s some other reason,” she said. “They must want all of us for something.” 
 “Long as it isn’t as appetizers, I guess I’m cool,” Renner said.  
 The corridor ended at another room shaped like a star. As soon as the group entered the space, the doors behind them hissed shut. Some of the other prisoners began screaming and pounding on the walls.  
 Quinn remained calm. “Anyone familiar with these tunnels?” Quinn asked. After several seconds of silence, she started giving orders. “Fine. Here's what we're gonna do. We need to coordinate with prisoners in other cells, then I need a volunteer to—” 
 The others turned and one of them, a bear-like man naked from the waist up, glared at Quinn, interrupting her.  
 “Who put you in charge?” the man demanded. 
 “I did. And if you could shut your mouth for a minute and listen—” Quinn started. 
 “Listen up, bitch, I’m gonna need you to shut your goddamn mouth.” 
 Quinn stared at him. “You first.”  
 WHAM! 
 She jabbed the big man in the neck and down he fell, unconscious. The other prisoners stared at Quinn. Two of them stepped forward, when a blinding yellow light flashed and Quinn dropped to the ground, covering her eyes.  
 The light dimmed and she stood, when— 
 WHUNK! 
 An unseen mechanism engaged and Quinn was snapped back against the wall. The bracelets around each of the prisoners had been magnetized and were pinning them in place. The room was filled with the sound of compartments opening, followed by a wheezing note. Somebody shouted, and Quinn looked up to see a gaseous, green cloud descending from somewhere far overhead.  
 She took in a deep breath and held it as the green cloud enveloped the room. Everyone bucked and fought against the gas, but in seconds it had overcome them. Quinn was the last to submit, exhaling her breath as the gas filled her lungs and complete and utter blackness consumed her. 
 Quinn was flying at night, just as she always did in her dreams. Arms wide, hair haloing her head, drifting over verdant fields and lakes that looked like puddles of lead under the light of a skull-colored moon. But this night was different. There were fires out on the horizon, a curtain of flame that devoured the countryside. 
  Quinn pinned her arms close to her sides and angled down, shooting over a section of bottomlands, a hellscape that was being overrun by Syndicate soldiers. She circled, listening to the ancient sounds of combat: the thwack of metal against bone, the rending of sinew and tissue, the guttural cries of the dead and the dying.  
  In the middle of the fight, beyond the play of light from the encroaching fire, was a Marine unit. They were standing in defensive crouches, back-to-back, faces hidden behind their battle helmets, weapons raised, readying for a last stand. 
  The Syndicate horde streamed over the bodies of their dead brethren, an unholy onslaught of infantry followed by mechanized machines, towering battle drones and mini-bots armed to the teeth. 
  The Marines charged and soon the fighting was hand-to-hand. Quinn hovered over all of this, watching the carnage, taking in the ground that was littered with the savaged remains of humans and aliens. 
  In mere moments there was but one Marine left, a single figure, grievously wounded who refused to submit. Quinn watched this soldier empty out a rifle and pick up a fallen alien’s sword, swinging it back and forth until the blade was broken. 
  The Marine fell to the ground and a Syndicate soldier wrenched off the battle helmet to reveal the soldier. 
 It was Quinn!  
 She rocketed forward with a cry and fell to the ground, back in the present moment, hands over her head, trying to will the nightmare away.  
 With a deep breath, Quinn gathered herself, and rolled over. When she opened her eyes, she saw, against the backdrop of overhead lighting, several figures staring down at her. Dim lighting blocked their faces out at first, but after a second, she could make them out.  
  Milo, Renner, and Hayden stood over her, and beyond them were a handful of the other prisoners and several more men and women she’d never seen before. They stood in a new room, a circular space with several windows that revealed the implacable blackness of outer space.  
 The armor she and the others had worn was gone, as were the handcuffs on their wrists. The armor had been replaced with a metallic-colored singlet and a single metal loop hung around her ankle, blinking red. She reached for the loop and Renner gestured at her.  
  “Wouldn’t if I were you,” Renner said.  
  “What is it?” Quinn asked.  
  “Something not to be trifled with.” 
  Renner held up his hands, revealing red marks where it appeared as if he’d been scalded. 
  “You okay?” Quinn asked.  
  He nodded slowly. “You okay? You thrashed when you were out.” 
  “Dreamt I was stuck in a room with you idiots.” 
 The others chuckled nervously.  
 “Nightmares can be a good thing,” Milo said. 
 “Why’s that?” Quinn asked.  
 “Means you had a life before. And that’s worth remembering.”  
 “Yeah, well, I don’t think it means shit,” Renner said. “Dreams are dreams. Real is real. We gotta deal with the situation we currently find ourselves deployed in.” 
 Quinn considered this, her mind reeling. Her head throbbed and she staggered for a moment. She had no sense of place or time. How long had they been in the ship? Where were they? Was there a way out? 
 Milo helped Quinn up, pulling her out of her spiraling thoughts, and she walked around the room. Her fingers traced an outline on the edge of a wall. She noticed that all of the surfaces appeared to be made of a smooth, gunmetal material that left no streaks, no smudges, no fingerprints of any kind. 
  “I even tried breathing on the goddamn stuff,” Hayden said. “Nothing. Not a mark.”  
  “Where are we?” 
  “We’re in the ship,” Milo said. 
  “A giant fucking ship… or maybe space station. You saw it before,” Renner added. “The bad guys hoovered us up good.” 
  Quinn nodded, eying the people standing on the other side of the room. Some of them she’d seen before, but others were new. 
 “Seems we weren't the only ones.” 
  “Grunts from other units,” Renner said.  
 Quinn looked around. “Why are we all here?” 
  “Nobody knows,” Milo said. 
  Quinn caught her reflection in one of the windows and gasped. There was a protuberance on the back of her neck. She reached back, fingers tracing a raised circle of welted flesh. 
  “We’ve all got ‘em, kid,” Hayden said. 
  “A kind of tattoo,” Milo said. 
  “Goddamn alien tramp-stamps,” Renner added, with a snort.  
  She surveyed the back of Milo’s neck to see that the scarified flesh resembled an image of a snake devouring itself, tail-first.  
 Chills ran down her back, and she was sure she’d seen that somewhere before. 
 But before she could get too lost in her thoughts, there was a burst of indecipherable words and grunts. Quinn looked over her shoulder to see one of the alien prisoners pointing at the image on the back of Milo’s neck. Quinn fought the urge to grimace, the alien was so goddamn ugly. The creature was only about five feet tall, had a prominent forehead with two wide-set eyes that bulged like a goldfish, and his head, which was olive-colored, was in the shape of a cloverleaf. 
 The alien’s pronounced jaw worked back and forth, producing guttural sounds that slowly began coalescing into words that could be understood. In seconds, the alien was stringing together words that Quinn and the others could understand. 
 “Luciferian snake,” the alien said. 
 Quinn did a double take. “Come again?” 
 The alien pointed to Milo’s neck. 
 “Your people call that a Luciferian snake. It’s an ancient symbol that’s been used on other planets before, and in each instance it has a different name. However, each of the names means the same thing.” 
 “And what might that be?” Milo asked. 
 “It’s a symbol of the end of the world,” the alien said. 
 “Well, that’s just super-duper,” Renner snorted. “I mean, that is the bee’s fucking knees. End of the world, shit. I liked it better when I couldn’t understand a word he was saying!” 
 The alien stepped forward and held up a clawed hand in a gesture of goodwill. “I’m not Syndicate. I’m a friend. Name’s Larry.”  
 Hayden suppressed a chuckle. “Okay, so your name is … Larry?” 
 Larry nodded. “I’m familiar with your culture and it’s my understanding that the name Larry is the single least threatening name on your planet, which is precisely the reason I’ve chosen to use it.” 
 “What’s your real name?” Quinn asked. 
 “Impossible for you to pronounce,” the alien replied. “You’d have to have several of the ligatures in your throat removed to even try.” 
 “I’ll pass,” Renner said. 
 Milo stepped forward. 
 “Where do you come from, Larry?” 
 “A planet you’d likely called Trappist 2. It’s very close, only about fifty light years away.” 
 “Right around the corner,” Renner said, twirling a finger.  
 “What brings you here?” Quinn asked. 
 “Oh, I wasn’t invited,” the alien said, with a grin. “The Syndicate made my people an offer they couldn’t refuse.” 
 “Lemme guess: submit or die?” Milo asked. 
 “That’s the one. But maybe in a different way. We accepted,” he said, “but I’m not complying, obviously.”Larry pointed at the other prisoners.   
 “There are many others like us. From different planets, different parts of the galaxy. From what I can discern, we all share something in common: we were fighters.” 
 “You’re a fighter?” Renner asked, eying Larry’s generous midsection.  
 “Looks can be deceiving,” the alien replied.   
 “Yeah, well, if you know so much, why the hell are we here?” Milo asked.   
 Before the alien could respond, a sound like a million snakes hissing at once filled the space. Quinn covered her ears, and a section of wall in front of the Marines opened to reveal a team of Syndicate soldiers, still hidden behind their blood-colored armor. 
  One of the other prisoners sprang at the Syndicate soldiers, only to drop to the ground, wailing like a beast at a branding, clawing at the metal anklet.  
  “Told you,” Renner said. “Do not fuck with that thing.” 
 The ground opened up beneath the Marines and they fell, plummeting down into the blackness of space. Quinn screamed, arms out, searching for anything to hold onto … 
 WHUNK! 
 Her body came to a jarring stop, suspended in midair in the blackness. 
 It felt like an invisible vice was gripping the middle of her body, holding her aloft. Her head levered to the side and she caught sight of forms struggling in the murkiness, what might be the other Marines. She called out to them and muffled voices called back. 
 WHUNK! 
 The vice released its grip and she fell again, landing hard as a blinding battery of lights flashed on. 
 Hand shielding her eyes, Quinn noted that the room she and the other Marines were in appeared to be slowly rotating. Above them dangled what looked like a high-tech, mini-chandelier, and above that still more lights that created deep shadows in the room, too dark to see into. The group staggered to their feet as a voice that sounded electronically altered boomed from somewhere far overhead.  
 “BOW DOWN!” 
 Quinn looked at Renner, and Renner grinned. 
 “Who wants to be the first to say it?” Renner asked. 
 When no one responded, Renner raised a middle finger toward the ceiling, which couldn’t be seen, and screamed, “FUCK YOU!” 
 Quinn waited for Renner to fall screaming, clutching his ankle, but it didn’t happen.  
 Instead, she heard the sound of unseen mechanisms and motors engaging. The still, small voice in Quinn’s head, her intuition, told her to prepare to fight. 
 She positioned herself on the balls of her feet.  
 Milo pointed at her. “What’s the good word, Sarge?!” 
 She flung him a quick look. “Don’t sweat it. I’m sure it’s not going to be a big deal.”Isn’t that what we usually say right before something becomes a huge fucking deal?!” 
 The metal floor underneath hummed and vibrated.  
 It was not unlike the time back on her family’s farm when she’d entered a barn early in the morning. The barn had been heavy with shadows, nearly impossible to see. A far gate was open and Quinn knew, sensed might be a better word, that something was coming. She’d felt a displacement in the air, sensed the energy of the bull before it reached her, able to react and slide right past the testosterone-fueled beast before it gored her. Something like that was coming Quinn’s way.  
 GET READY!” she screamed, dancing left and right, measuring her weight, ready for anything. “IT’S COMING!”  
 A door on the other side of the room opened to reveal a hulking mass of circuitry and layered, glistening flesh. A biomechanical abomination, what looked like the monstrous bastard spawn of a forklift and a dragon.  
 The thing stood ten feet tall, with two legs that pumped like pistons and hydraulic arms that telescoped out to reveal cutting instruments whirring to life. Renner looked over at Larry.  
 “Okay, Mister Warrior Alien. You want to be the first one to take a run at that mother?” 
 Larry dropped low and charged the machine, which simply flicked out an arm and swatted Larry harmlessly to the side as if he were a fly.   
 “Next up!” Renner shouted.   
 Before anyone could react, the construct shunted to its left, angling at some of the others, who ran for cover. Quinn and the Marines helped Larry to his feet, turning, watching an unlucky woman, one of the other prisoners, bungle into the back of a man. The woman fell and rose back up, only to be bisected by the metal monster’s spinning blade. The woman’s body fell in two chunks that left a wending bloodtrail as the Marines looked for something, anything, they could use to fight back with.  
 Quinn watched the construct attack another man and woman, chasing them down and cutting off their arms and heads before swiveling and rampaging about like a wild beast.  
 “Its legs!” Quinn screamed to Milo, Renner, and Hayden. “The lines on its legs are exposed!” 
 They looked to see that she was right. There was a yellow cable snaking up the backside of the construct’s legs, connecting the lower portions of its body to the back of what looked like its head.  
 “I’ve got an idea,” Quinn said. 
 “I hate when you get those,” Milo replied. 
 “Drop and roll right!” she said. 
  The three did, feigning injury, scurrying to Quinn’s right as the beast lunged for them. 
 Quinn flew into action, bolting forward and leaping onto the back of the construct, holding on like someone clutching a lifeline. The machine staggered and twisted and attempted to hit back. It swung its cutting arms at Quinn, barely missing taking off the top of her head. 
 She grabbed the cable and pulled back when— 
 WHAM! 
 The construct snapped its body, sending Quinn up into the air! 
  Quinn smashed into the mini-chandelier, scrabbling for purchase, grabbing hold of the chandelier’s metal branches and arm-plate. She chinned herself up, and the branches broke apart.  
 Quinn fell fourteen feet down, ricocheting off the upper half of the construct, showering it in debris from the chandelier. 
 “That could’ve gone better, Quinn!” Renner screamed. 
 Quinn’s jaw locked. She saw the metal demon’s head turning her way. Dropping to her haunches, Quinn grabbed a shaft from the broken chandelier and ran forward. 
 The construct’s cutting blade slanted toward her. She hurtled it and clambered up onto the machine. The construct whipped around as Quinn held on by one hand. Steeling herself, she latched her fingers onto a metal loop that lay beneath the monster’s head. She spotted something inside the thing’s metal skull, a collection of circuitry and a cube of metal that glowed green. The machine’s brain! 
 With one final burst of energy, Quinn daggered the metal shaft over her head and brought it down into the construct’s head. The metal knifed into the circuitry, which exploded in a hail of sparks. 
 Quinn reached in, grabbed the metal cube and yanked it out. The cube was attached to a silver runner that dangled like an umbilicus. 
 The construct immediately heaved and toppled over, sending Quinn flying to the ground where she rolled over, clutching her side. Milo rushed to her and grabbed her arm, helping her to her feet. 
 Before anyone could utter a word of congratulations, the same overhead voice from before intoned, “Will you submit?”  
 Quinn thrust up the metal cube and silver runner like a trophy of war. 
 “MARINES DON’T SUBMIT!” she cried, valiant.  
 Quinn flung the cube against the far wall as a humming sound filled the circular room. There was a hissing note, and then the room was flooded once again by green gas. Everyone covered their mouths, eyes bulging as the gas swept over them. They began dropping where they stood, overcome by the fumes. Quinn sucked in a breath and forced herself over into a corner, covering her mouth, but it was no use.  
 The gas seeped into her nose and mouth, and soon she was tottering like she was drunk. Then she was falling, falling into the nothingness as darkness devoured everything. 
 




Chapter Eleven: Scraps

   
 Giovanni, Luke, and the remaining resistance fighters moved like ghosts through the jungle. They stopped only once, in a mini-clearing that was black-shadowed and sepulchral. Here they ate half-rotten fruit that had fallen to the ground, listening to the high-pitched chittering of the jungle insects. Not that different from the chittering he’d heard coming from the Syndicate fighters’ helmets.  
 Giovanni crouched next to Luke, watching a fat-bellied snake work its way up a rubber tree. “I’m sorry about Tara and Jennings.” 
 “Tara was good people, but she could be a handful,” Luke said. “Jennings on the other hand, that man was something else. Helluva strategist,” Luke continued. “I hope to God he crossed over quickly.”  
 “Never even felt it,” Giovanni lied. 
 Luke breathed deep, his eyes glistening. Recognizing the reservation in Giovanni’s eyes. 
 “He meant something to you, huh?” Giovanni asked.  
 “Me and him, we served time together. Maybe, we made nice.” He shrugged. “Good soul.”  
 “Prison?” 
 Luke’s eyebrows converged, annoyed. “No. Fucking Sunday school, Giovanni. Of course it was prison.” 
 A smirk etched Giovanni’s face. “What’d you do?” Regretting the question before it was out of his mouth.  
 “What didn’t I do is the better question.” 
 “I figured,” Giovanni said. 
 “How’d you know?” 
 “Mostly,” Giovanni chuckled, “the way you fought.” 
 Luke tilted his head, a hint of a smile toying with his lips. “And how’s that?”  
 “Like a man who didn’t have anything to lose. Like someone who knows what it’s like to have his freedom on the line.” 
 “Shit, we could all say that now, huh?” Luke said.  
 Giovanni nodded at the truth. He was beginning to warm up to the juggernaut of a man who had intended to kill him earlier in the day. Not such a bad soul. 
 “Christ,” Luke said, staring into space with a pained expression. “I thought I was the hardest of the hardcore once upon a time. A natural born killer. But of course, that was before I went in ...” 
 “It can’t have been an easy transition. From prison, I mean.” 
 “I got out and was lost,” Luke said. “No family, no friends. I mean ... at least in the joint you’re given a routine, y’know? And then I caught wind of Jennings, who was part of some newfangled prepper group. He was going around like Moses, telling people that the fucking end was nigh despite the defense the Global Earth Command was mounting. I still don’t know how he knew so much about the Syndicate and how easily they could defeat us, but know he did, and he made sense, and that did it. I latched on to him and his boys and girls and followed ‘em down here before the world turned over. That’s how we got out in the first place. Some guards sympathized with us. In exchange for being involved and protected if we were right, they helped us get out.” 
 “Shit,” Giovanni said, shaking his head.  
 Luke offered him a pull from his canteen. “I’m doing a lot of talking here.” 
 “That’s ‘cause you’ve got a backstory.” 
 “I ain’t never met a Marine or soldier who didn’t.” 
 Giovanni drained the canteen, staring at the ground. “In my family there was this tradition that when you turned four, your parents dropped five objects on the ground in front of you. A miniature guitar, a compass, a stethoscope, a pen, and a ball. The idea was that whatever you went for first would define who you are and what you were to become.” 
 “That’s fucking idiotic,” Luke said. 
 “Most traditions are.” 
 At Luke's chuckle, Giovanni looked up. “I went for the ball.” 
 “Cause you were an athlete?” 
 “Because I always wanted to be part of something,” Giovanni said. “Part of a team.” 
 “And you found that in the Corps, huh?” 
 “Yep. But that’s all gone now,” Giovanni said with a nod, his voice barely above a whisper. 
 Luke placed a hand on Giovanni’s shoulder and rose. “Yeah, well, you behave yourself when we get to base, Giovanni, and maybe you’ve got a new family now.” 
 Giovanni hid a blush and conjured up a faint smile, and they walked back to join the others.  
 *** 
 Thirty minutes later, they’d crossed a shallow river and hiked down a ravine into the inner recesses of the jungle. Giovanni was surprised to see that a section of jungle had been hacked away. The upper canopy still existed, shielding the space from prying eyes, but the ground had been cleared, the brush burned back.  
 In place of the undergrowth was a colony of shacks, some made of wood and punched-tin and others of concrete block. The structures were positioned out and away from a faraway hill that appeared to be dotted with caves, and Giovanni could see what he assumed to be tunnels crisscrossing the ground that lay between the shacks and the caves. 
 There were solar panels hidden behind screens made of branches and vines, most connected to communication equipment, and a small diesel engine on the back of a rusted truck that pumped water to the colony from a seep that gurgled out a fistful of rock.  
 “Okay, so… this is it? This is the base,” Giovanni said, suppressing a sigh. 
 “You were expecting what? Fort fucking Bragg?” Luke replied, before whistling. 
 The forms moving around the colony, the vaguely visible men and women, ceased moving. Luke whistled again, and everyone grabbed up weapons and moved toward them to assess the situation. 
 Giovanni saw a tall woman of indeterminate ethnic origin and coal-colored hair at the head of the group. She had striking features, though her tight-fitting camouflage clothes were speckled with bush debris and her tanned face begrimed and needled with sweat. She carried a long black piece of metal, the same kind of sword Giovanni had seen used by the Syndicate soldiers. 
 “Calee,” Luke said, addressing her. “Or maybe ‘enemy,’ whether you have her back or not.”  
 “What’s that supposed to mean?” Giovanni asked.  
 Luke looked off to the left. “You’ll find out soon enough, son.”  
 Without response, Calee’s eyes roamed from Giovanni to Luke. After a moment's assessment, she said, “You’re late.” 
 “We had a bit of a problem,” Luke replied. 
 “So what? You decided to bring us a stray?” Calee asked, icing Giovanni with a nasty look. 
 “His name’s Giovanni. He’s a Marine.” 
 “There are no more Marines,” she snorted. 
 “We’ve established that. I’m the last,” Giovanni said.  
 “Do not fucking speak unless spoken to,” Calee said, raising the sword.  
 “He can fight,” Luke replied, pointing to his own busted lip. “I can testify to that firsthand.” 
 She considered this for several seconds. “We’ll talk to Jennings about him.” 
 “Jennings is gone.” 
 Calee’s face fell. “How?” 
 “Syndicate sniper. He was ambushed,” Luke said.  
 The sound of what might have been an aircraft or drop ship somewhere far overhead cut the conversation short as the group ran for cover. Giovanni followed after them into the relative safety of the small colony.  
 He was surprised to see ample stores of food and non-lethal gear and medical supplies, but very little weaponry. His mind calculated just how quickly they’d all be cut down if the Syndicate found their position. Luke grabbed a banana just starting to turn yellow and lobbed it to Giovanni. 
 “Might be my last meal,” Giovanni said, as he held it tight. 
 “Relax,” Luke said with a chuckle. “We’re safe here. The Syndicate won’t bother with us.” 
 “How can you be so sure?” 
 Luke cocked his head in thought, then said, “They’ve got bigger fish to fry.” 
 “The cities?” 
 Before the ‘net started getting wonky, word was the aliens were working their way up from the southern hemisphere into the northern.” 
 “How long?” Giovanni asked. 
 Luke shrugged. “The boys in D.C. and Moscow had the balls to use their nukes, at least in the less populated areas. Tactical shit mostly. Appears to have slowed the Syndicate down, but our best guess is the world will be taking a knee in three or four days.” 
 “Does anyone have any idea what they want?” 
 “What does any invader want?” Luke shrugged. “What we got.” 
 “You ask a lot of questions,” Calee said, overhearing the conversation. “Are you scared or something?” 
 “No, Ma’am,” Giovanni answered, condescendingly. 
 “Don’t ‘Ma’am’ me.” 
 Giovanni held up his hands in mock protest. Calee thrust her saber into the ground. “You know where I got this?” 
 “Off one of them?” Giovanni said, with confidence and respect. 
 “Fucking-A-right,” she replied. “If we can kill one of them, we can kill more.” 
 “I don’t think you have enough swords,” Giovanni said, gesturing at the blade. 
 “We’ve got more than that,” Luke said, catching a volcanic glare from Calee. She shook her head as if he’d said too much. 
 “That’s none of his goddamn business, Luke,” she hissed. 
 “It is now. He’s a pro. He knows how to fight and devise strategies.” Luke gestured at Giovanni. “Go on, tell her.” 
 Giovanni nodded. “I know how to battle plan, if that’s what you mean,” he said. “I can help you kill them if you want.” 
 Calee had started to turn away, but stopped at Giovanni’s words and gaped back. “Why would you want to help us?” 
 “Because we have a common enemy. And they took my friends.” 
   

 

 




Chapter Twelve: Trapped

   
 Quinn awoke in a semi-darkened room. She was groggy. Disoriented. She forced her head up and suddenly arched upright, realizing she was strapped in a metal chair facing a wall that was as white as the keys on a piano.  
 A human in a smock with a respirator covering a portion of his face was standing in front of the wall. There was a device behind him, a metal contraption on steel wheels with a long, swan-like neck, connected to a mass of throbbing tissue that resembled a human lung. The tissue was studded with countless five-inch long needles. 
 “Where am I?” Quinn asked. 
 Silence from the Smock.  
 “Where are the others?” 
 The Smock remained silent, wheeling the metal contraption up and positioning it behind her. 
 “That wasn’t very smart,” the Smock eventually said. “You destroying the machine? That goddamn thing cost a lot of credits.” The Smock shook his head. “Nope, not smart at all.” 
 “If you’re going to kill me, might as well get it over with.” 
 “I would never do that,” the Smock replied. “I can’t. I’m not authorized even if I wanted to. I just work here. I’m a facilitator,” he said, with a shrug.  
 “You’re a human?” she asked. 
 “Depends who you ask,” the Smock replied, the portion of his mouth visible curling up into a smirk.  
 There was the sound of something powering up, and then Quinn felt hands on the back of her head. A metal halo was soon fitted onto her skull as she squirmed and thrashed about. A million thoughts swirled through her head. Were they erasing her memory? Stealing her combat skills without her sense of self? Turning her into a drone? She imagined herself trapped inside stark red Syndicate Armor, shooting indiscriminately at unarmed civilians. A thought that made her retch.  
 “Things will be easier if you don’t resist,” the Smock said.  
 “I won’t submit.” She tried to spit at the Smock, but she couldn’t muster the strength to get it past a drizzle down her lips.  
 “Everyone says that,” the Smock said wearily, as if he’d done this a thousand times before. “But what they fail to remember is there’s always something that you won’t be able to endure. And the folks in charge here? They’re experts at finding out precisely what that is.” 
 Quinn felt hands on the back of her head, rubbing something into her scalp in a circular motion. Her nostrils expanded. There was a sickeningly sweet smell of … what? Of spoiled fruit? Of raw meat left outside on a warm summer day? What her mother once called the smell of corruption. Quinn surmised it might be some kind of alien antiseptic. She kicked at her straps, but with no luck.  
 “Okay, so here’s the deal,” the Smock said, grimacing and walking around to face Quinn. “It’s kinda like what the old book says. If you don’t submit, if you don’t fall upon your knees, they will squeeze you empty and fill you full of themselves. Does that make any sense at all?” 
 “I can’t hear you,” Quinn said. 
 The Smock leaned close to Quinn, which gave her a real chance to spit in the Smock’s face. Her volley landed this time, giving her a sense of victory.  
 “Yeah, okay, that’s to be expected,” the Smock said. “But I still gotta ask you. Do you submit?” 
 “Fuck you,” Quinn said.  
 Smock nodded, a note of sadness in his eyes as he pushed a button on a wireless device. 
 “Fine, fine. No biggie, but be ready to humble yourself,” he said. “They all do eventually. Even the so-called tough ones like you.”  
 The sound of metal grating against metal echoed, and Quinn could feel the ends of the needles entering the back of her head. A violent convulsion of nausea welled up inside her and a deep groan blasted forth from her lungs. 
 What came next was a series of frenetic images that assaulted Quinn in discontinuous flutters and flashes. Images ripped from her mind, her memories of her life, her family, her beautiful daughter. Somehow, the Syndicate had been able to slip inside her inner walls, to pry open her memory cells and harvest a lifetime of memories that were now being sorted and resorted and edited into something beautiful and terrible all at once.  
 Every person she’d ever known or loved flashed past her, their visages melded with scenes of utter depravity, a hailstorm of violent imagery, the kind of things that once seen, can never be unseen. Even events she hadn’t witnessed, but imagined. Her very thoughts were being invaded.  
 She saw her mother and father drained literally of their life essence, their bodies wasting away to flaps of flesh that were devoured by nightmarish creatures she’d once imagined as a young girl. One of the things had a bulbous stomach, and groaned and heaved and gave birth to an oversized ball of mucous and gore that was revealed to be her daughter Samantha!  
 Samantha jerked to her feet, and Quinn was grief-stricken that her eyes were as white as boiled eggs. A runner of red drool hung from Samantha’s eyes as she turned to Quinn and began laughing demonically.  
 Quinn gnashed her teeth and screamed as more of the brutal images bombarded her for what seemed like an eternity, until she was foaming at the mouth and gnawing on the insides of her cheeks and saying a slow prayer for a quick death.  
 And then finally, when she could take no more of the violent images fired into her skull by the Syndicate, she eased her head back and screamed from the well of her soul— 
 “I SUBMIT!” 
 The room was plunged into a murky haze. Quinn’s eyes roller coastered and then came to a halt. 
 She looked up, and there they were, Milo and Hayden and Renner and the other Marines. Standing around her in a U-shaped room that hummed with white noise, a single window affording a view of deep space.  
 Quinn blinked.  
 She was lying on a bench.  
 Had her fellow Marines been there the entire time? Quinn couldn’t tell, but she was surprised to see that she wasn’t strapped in place. 
 There was a look of sadness on Milo’s face as he lay a hand on Quinn’s shoulder.  
 “Would it make you feel better if I tell you, you were the last one?” Milo asked. 
 “The last holdout,” Renner said. 
 “Our last hope,” Hayden added. 
 Quinn rubbed her head. “What the hell happened?” 
 “We were drugged and worse,” Milo replied. 
 Renner rubbed his ass. “I don’t even wanna know what they did to me.”  
 “I remember the bad things,” Quinn said, shivering, then muttered, “And I remember some asshole in a white smock.” 
 “Yep, he got us too,” Milo said. “Some alien doctor.” 
 “He was human,” she replied. 
 “Maybe he just took human form,” Milo answered.  
 “Maybe he was some kind of alien familiar,” Renner added.  
 Quinn looked down at her leg, the one that had suffered a gunshot wound near her hamstring before. There was no sign of the wound, no pain, no trauma of any kind. She checked her cheek, the other area where she’d been injured, and that had healed too.  
 “They fixed us up and, pardon the pun, but we’re all ship-shape,” Renner said. “At least from the neck down.”  
 Quinn glanced around. The other prisoners were gone, including Larry. 
 “Where’re the others?” 
 “Oh, they broke hours ago,” Milo said. “We held out a little longer.”  
 “Go Marines,” Renner said, with a soul-worn smile.  
 “Where are we?” Quinn asked, still woozy.  
 “Still on the same godforsaken ship,” Hayden answered.  
 “What do we do?”  
 “Whatever the fuck they ask us to do,” Hayden said, expelling some air.  
 Quinn felt sucker punched.  
 Dark thoughts toiled within her, and for a moment Quinn lost heart. She found herself wishing she’d died during the invasion, like she was sure Giovanni had. At least he was likely at peace, having died in battle like all good warriors should.  
 But there was none of that for her and the others.  
 For an instant she wondered whether they had all died and gone to hell. 
 Quinn had never been a particularly spiritual person, but she did believe in God. 
 Was it so inconceivable that the Marines had perished back down on Earth and been sucked up or cast down into some sort of galactic purgatory? Or was that thought the result of whatever drugs had been injected into her by the asshole in the white smock?  
 Her mind teemed with other thoughts and possibilities and her nerves suddenly seemed to reawaken. She hadn’t perished, not yet. She might be held captive against her will, that was certainly likely, but she was still very much alive. And if she was alive, there had to be a reason, and a reason meant another day, another day that could be spent watching and waiting and looking for a way out.  
 They might have broken her, gotten her to submit, but Quinn knew that she would still never give in to whatever they wanted. No matter how much damage and torture they inflicted.  
 The doors to the room slid open, and a phalanx of Syndicate guards appeared.  
 Quinn and the other Marines were marched down a long, twisting corridor that seemed to be without end. They strode by open loading bays and other corridors teeming with Syndicate warriors readying weapons and munitions to be ferried to the conflict that apparently was still raging below.  
 They trekked across ramps where drones were being prepped and repaired and down landings where the bodies of dead Syndicate soldiers were being stacked like cords of wood. Quinn half expected to smell the odor of death, but the entire space was devoid of any scents.  
  The momentary burst of adrenaline that Quinn had experienced only moments before began to ebb, and the pain from the day’s events overtook her. Quinn’s entire body ached, and there was an intense throbbing at her neck and the small of her back. She had the sneaking suspicion that the aliens had implanted something into her when she was given the tattoo. 
  The corridor ahead emptied into an expansive room that resembled a captain’s berth on a submarine. Some of the other prisoners were there, including the alien who called himself Larry. Larry noticed the Marines and shuffled over as Renner turned up his nose at the music that was warbling from what looked like a speaker on the wall. The music was a tinny meld of amateurish electronica and the wailing of what might have been an opera singer.   
 Larry pointed to the speaker. 
 “That music is exceedingly popular in my part of the galaxy.”  
 Renner stared at the speaker and then punched it as hard as he could, obliterating the speaker. 
 “That ain’t fucking music, pal.” 
 Larry stared at the broken speaker. 
 “That song was a favorite of the Potentate.” 
 “The Potent-what?” 
 Larry gestured, and Renner and the others looked to a raised dais in the center of the room. Behind the dais was a wall, upon which was an image of an enormous snake devouring itself. Standing in front of the image was a tall figure in red armor, whose face was hidden behind a polished battle helmet.  
  The Marines drew up on the figure, and now Quinn could see that it was a man (or at least, she believed it to be a man) who seemed to grow taller the closer she got. A faint pain flared in her anklet, causing Quinn to come to an unwanted stop.  
 The figure’s visor shifted back and forth between a reddish and black color. If the figure had eyes, they were impossible to see.  
 The Marines shared looks. Everyone wanted to say something, but they were all too terrified to speak up. Sensing this, Hayden decided to throw caution to the wind. He raised an accusatory finger in the direction of the tall figure. 
  “You the man in charge?” he asked.  
  “That is likely the first thing you’ve gotten right today, Sergeant,” a female voice said from behind. 
  Quinn and the others looked back to see a regal black woman emerge out of a side entrance. She looked to be in her early thirties, and stood well over six feet tall. Sensual in her stride toward them, she was wrapped in a figure-hugging singlet that showed off the muscled contours of her body.  
 Her profile came fully into view, and Quinn marveled at the woman’s good looks, a combination of delicate femininity mixed with angular chiseled features.  
  “Marines, my name is Marin,” the mysterious woman said.  
 “Hi, Marin!” Renner said, loudly, a vulpine grin on his face.  
 Quinn elbowed Renner as Marin pointed at the figure on the dais.  
  “And that is the illustrious Potentate Benno,” Marin said. “I recommend you bend to one knee.”  
  Quinn noticed the way the Syndicate soldiers ringing the room dipped their head in a sign of respect at the mere mention of the Potentate’s name.  
  “You’re one of us?” Milo asked. 
 “Take a knee please,” Marin repeated.  
 The Marines looked to Hayden. He nodded and they kneeled.  
  “Very good,” Marin said. “I am originally from Earth, yes.” 
  “And how is it, may I ask, that you find yourself here?” Hayden asked.  
  “That is of little consequence, Sergeant. All that matters is that I’ve been selected by the Potentate as his primary envoy.” 
  “No offense lady,” Hayden said. “But what in the holy hell are you envoying?” 
  She smiled at this, her white teeth flashing like tiny tombstones.  
  “I’m a liaison between the Syndicate and biddable humans.” 
  “She means traitors,” Renner said.  
 Some of the other Marines snickered at this. 
 “That true?” Quinn asked. 
 Marin held Quinn’s gaze. 
 “Your name is Quinn isn’t it?” 
 “How’d you know?” 
 “I know everything there is to know about you.” 
 “How about right now? Do you know what I’m thinking? Cause it mostly involves me beating you down like a friggin’ piñata.”  
  Quinn tried to chortle at her trash talk, but the dire situation and the overwhelming heaviness of their submission kept any emotion even resembling levity from making its way to the surface.  
  “I know, for instance, that you don’t believe in acronyms and florid talk, because words can be manipulated and weaponized by those with honeyed tongues. Those are your words,” Marin continued. 
  Quinn’s gut seized. She remembered uttering that once in college, but how the hell did Marin know that? 
  “I know you once said language is bullshit, because it can make lies sound truthful and murder respectable and give an appearance of solidity to pure wind,” Marin added. “You probably don’t even know that this very thought and sentiment originated with a Polish philosopher, Alfred Tarski, a stalwart and legend throughout the galaxy for his renowned argument that language fails to communicate accurately, because no word in any language can truly communicate the meaning of a thing, experience, or person. And Stanislaw Lem, a science fiction writer from Earth, who concluded correctly, as you will all see soon enough, that the naturally occurring differences in intelligence between different alien life would result in an impossibility of communication.” 
  “You said all that, Quinn?” Renner asked. 
 “Not the last part,” Quinn said, and grimaced.  
  Marin smiled, her eyes boring right through Quinn. 
 “I mention that only because my appellation, the word you might use to describe my position, is again, of no great importance. What matters is that the battle has been lost by your side and now we find ourselves together. Standing in the shadow of the victorious Syndicate.” 
 “Then how come there’s still fighting going on?” Hayden asked. 
 “How do you know that?” Marin asked. 
 “Because I can smell combat, lady,” Hayden replied.  
 “He’s right,” a booming, electronically altered voice said.  
 Everyone looked up to where the Potentate stood, peering down at them.  
 “The violence does continue,” the Potentate said, “because there are pockets of resistance that don’t yet know they’ve been defeated.”  
 Marin spun and moved toward the Potentate. To Quinn, Marin looked surprised that Potentate Benno felt the need to bother speaking to them at all. It was almost as if his presence was simply meant to intimidate the Marines. Quinn watched as the two assembled silently on the dais. After several seconds of silence, Marin turned and conjured up a smile. She was about to address the Marines again, but Quinn interrupted.  
 “Why have we been kidnapped?” 
 Another forced, yet elegant smile from Marin. “Who said you were?” 
 “We’re all here against our will,” Quinn replied. 
 “Because you took up arms against the Syndicate,” Marin replied. 
 “You invaded our world!” Milo shouted.  
 “And you resisted,” Marin said. “You are enemy combatants now. Prisoners of war.” 
 “I, for one,” Renner said, “would like to see a copy of the Geneva Convention.” 
 Marin’s smile wilted.  
 “The Potentate, in his benevolence,” Marin said, “has ascertained that men and women like you, warriors, have value. And that the most effective way of ending the final spasms of violence on Earth is to use your skills to bring the conflict to an end. In other words, the Syndicate wishes to harness your special abilities to police the peace.” 
 “Told you,” Renner said. “They want ‘em some fucking traitors.” 
 Before his last word was out, Renner dropped to the ground, screaming, his leg twitching from the pain being delivered by the anklet. He screamed for three seconds, and then fell silent, moaning.  
  “That was unfortunate,” Marin said. “But it doesn’t alter the fact that what we’re doing here is presenting a wonderful opportunity to all of you.” 
  “And what do we get in return?” Quinn asked. 
  “You get to live,” the Potentate said, his auto-tuned voice booming off the walls and ceiling. He took a step forward and gestured at everyone. 
  “While we acted preemptively, we never sought war to meet our ends,” he said, even as the Marines whispered under their breath. “But violence and ignorance on the part of humans is inevitable. You were destroying your own world and destined to unlock the secrets by which you could threaten others. We have acted with measured response and with vision. When confronted, we had no choice but to respond in kind. And now, all that we have won must be preserved by way of men and women like you. You will form a new force that will preserve the peace.”  
  “At the end of a gun,” Hayden muttered. 
  The Potentate turned to Hayden. The lack of a visible face or eyes made the gesture all the more intimidating. 
  “When every heart is filled with peace and every mind is searching for peace, how can there be war?” 
  Hayden looked like he desperately wanted to respond, but thought better of it.  
  “What happens if we say no?” Quinn asked, after several awkward seconds of silence. 
  “That would be most unfortunate,” the Potentate said. 
 Quinn and the others traded nervous looks. They were outgunned and outnumbered and out of options. Reluctantly, Quinn nodded, as did the other Marines. There was a buzzing sound, and everyone’s anklets dropped to the metal floor.  
 But though they were ostensibly free, they all realized they had no freedom of choice.  
 




Chapter Thirteen: Giovanni’s Doubt

   
 Giovanni had been ordered into one of the huts and kept under confinement while Luke and Calee and some of the other elders of the group discussed what to do with him.  
 He stared through gaps in the hut’s walls, watching handfuls of men and women outside carrying supplies and gear. This was it, he thought to himself. These people were quite literally leftovers, the only people who might be able to resist the Syndicate, and in his estimation, not more than a handful of them would’ve made it a week in the Corps.  
 They had no idea what they were really up against and how ill prepared they’d be. He cursed and cracked his knuckles, suppressing the overwhelming urge to bolt into the jungle. 
 “So we voted on it,” a voice said.  
 Giovanni peered up to see Luke. “Am I to be executed, or do I get to join the team? Not sure which is worse at this point.” 
 Luke shook his head and grinned.  
 “Here’s the deal... if you tell anyone about what we’re going to show you, Calee is gonna end you.”  
 Giovanni looked around at the jungle. 
 “Who the hell would I tell?” 
 It took forty minutes
of heavy bushwhacking before Calee and Luke showed Giovanni their secret. He wasn’t completely surprised. He’d seen the way the canopy had been ripped apart and the ground furrowed, as if something had dropped from the skies and plowed into the jungle before crashing to a stop. 
 Still, his eyes peeled back in amazement as Giovanni ran forward down the jungle footpath, grabbed a rope and pulled. The rope led to an enormous section of camouflaged webbing that had been covered in leaves and jungle debris. The webbing pulled free to reveal a nearly completely intact C-17 military cargo plane. 
 “Christ,” Giovanni said, stopping to take it all in. 
 Luke shared a smile with Calee. 
 “Where the hell did you get it?” Giovanni asked.  
 “Calee stole the fucking thing.” Luke replied.  
 Calee nodded. “I was in the Air Force.” 
 Giovanni nodded, impressed. “Pilot?” 
 She grinned slyly. “Let’s just say I knew enough to get it into the air.” 
 “Landing it was another story,” Luke said, with a laugh. 
 Giovanni could see that the plane had executed a crash landing that ripped off the landing gear and a good portion of the plane’s undercarriage.  
 “At least we made it in one piece,” Calee said. 
 “Pieces,” Luke said, scanning the ruined sections of the plane’s belly. 
 “I meant us ...” 
 Luke interjected. “I know what you meant. It’s not funny. We have little, but if our plans pan out, we could use what we have with pinpoint precision and strike back. No more mistakes. We can’t afford even the smallest loss.”  
 Calee lowered her head. The trio moved forward and studied the one-hundred-and-seventy-foot plane, the craft’s four gigantic reversible-thrust engines, and the cargo bay door, which was open.  
 “This thing is a beast,” Calee said. “Its max takeoff weight is almost six hundred thousand pounds and it’s got a payload capacity of nearly one hundred and seventy-one thousand pounds.” 
 “What’s she got inside?” 
 “That’s the best part,” Luke replied. 
 Luke snapped on a chemlight and motioned for Giovanni to follow him around the aft of the plane. He held up the light so that Giovanni could peer into the open bay door. 
 Shapes started to take form as Giovanni crouch-walked over a metal ramp, Luke behind him. Ten more paces and he could see that the plane was indeed full. Full of every conceivable weapon known to man. 
 Giovanni’s eyes took in the crates brimming with Hafnium launchers and all manner of rockets and missiles and grenades and small arms. He even thought he saw, in a metal tube emblazoned with radiation stickers, what might be a cluster of tactical nuclear devices.  
 “My God,” Giovanni whispered.  
 “It’s like Santa’s workshop by way of Delta Force,” Luke said. 
 Calee caught up to them from behind and stared with pride at her stolen loot, toned arms folded across her chest. “So now you know our secret.” 
 “You sure as shit have a hammer,” Giovanni replied. 
 “Now all we need is someone to show us how to use it,” Luke offered. 
 Giovanni smiled—it was beginning to look like he had found a purpose here after all.  
 *** 
 That night, Giovanni hunkered down at the back of one of the wooden shacks, listening to the sounds of creatures that only came out at night. He was utterly exhausted after the day’s battles and revelations and fought for sleep, but it wouldn’t come easy. He wondered what had happened to Milo, Quinn, and the others.  
 He wondered how long it would be before the whole planet had surrendered, military, government, militia, and civilians alike. He wondered about Luke and Calee and the resistance.  
 How silly it was to even contemplate fighting back against an enemy as advanced as the Syndicate, but what else did they have? He remembered something that Quinn once said, that people who’ve got nothing, have nothing left to lose. Despite how simple the sentiment was, at that moment, Giovanni thought that his friend’s words were about the truest thing he’d ever heard in his whole life.  
 *** 
 Giovanni woke in the hours before dawn and walked outside, into the jungle and the light blue haze of the early morning. A crisp breeze caused him to shiver and wrap his arms around his torso. He was just about to consider turning back, when he noticed something ahead. 
 A form stood at the edge of the clearing, staring up into the sky. As he approached, he recognized the large arms and perfect hair of Luke. 
 “Trouble sleeping?” Luke asked. 
 Giovanni nodded. “Strange bed and all.” 
 Luke smirked and looked back to the sky. He pointed, and Giovanni could see, backlit against the sky, little splotches of what appeared to be fire, almost too numerous to count.  
 “That’s the vapor contrail from the end of the Syndicate ships. They came, they took, and now they’re doing something that makes altogether no sense.” Luke sighed. “There’s so goddamn many.” 
 “Just means there are more targets for us,” Giovanni said.  
 “So you’ve bought in, then?” 
 “To what? Your little outpost?” Giovanni asked. 
 Luke nodded.  
 “I guess it depends on who’s in charge,” Giovanni said.  
 Luke smirked. “Calee likes to think she is.” 
 “And you?” Giovanni asked, looking into Luke's eyes for any sign of what he truly thought of Calee. 
 “I know enough to realize we need a leader with… what’s the word?” 
 “Operations experience.” 
 Luke snapped his fingers. “That’s the one.” 
 Giovanni registered this. “I don’t know if I’m much of a leader, but I’ll teach you all that I know.” 
 A warm smile tugged at the corners of Luke’s mouth. “That’s all we can ask.” 
 There were a few heartbeats of silence, and then Giovanni reached out impulsively to check on Luke’s wound. His finger brushed Luke’s swollen lip, and lingered.  
 Luke startled, but he didn’t move the finger away. 
 “I wanted … I wanted to say I’m sorry about that.” 
 “S’okay,” Luke said, turning away. “You can make it up to me later.” 
 The pair turned and stood in the darkness and silence, watching the sky fill with the glow from thousands of Syndicate ships soaring both downward out of the sky and back up into space. 
 




Chapter Fourteen: Orientation

   
 Back on the Syndicate Command Ship, the Marines were led down a corridor and into a dimly lit space where one entire wall appeared to be an undulating wave of liquid backlit by iridescent colors. The liquid coalesced into something more substantial, until it resembled a plasma screen.  
 “Movie time,” Renner said, as metal chairs rose up out of the floor.  
 “Please be seated,” Marin said. 
 Quinn and the others took their seats, and Marin moved between and around them. Marin was close enough that Quinn could smell her musk, a strange meld of … what was it? Copper and burning wood? Her skin was luminous, her arms long and lean. She’d clearly been chosen for her seductive and calming nature that matched nicely with her tall stature and confidence. Every time she spoke, Quinn found herself wanting to believe the lies coming out of her mouth, but that’s what she was spouting, lies.  
 Quinn wanted to scream out and ask Marin what kind of person would do what she was doing? What kind of human would sell their own race out to be the goddamn spokesperson for a band of galactic plunderers? Did they have leverage over her? Maybe a child or a parent that they were holding hostage, forcing Marin into service? Or was it something more basic, like riches?  
 Perhaps they’d offered Marin the universe if she simply bent a knee and agreed to turn her back to her planet and her people. Just like the story Quinn remembered from Sunday school. The one about Lucifer offering Jesus all the kingdoms of the world if he’d just simply bow down before him.  
 As Quinn was lost in her spiraling thoughts, Marin strode right past her. Close enough to touch, to grab, close enough that Quinn, with little effort, could snap out and latch her hands around Marin’s neck, bringing her knee up into the envoy’s chin, shattering teeth, severing her tongue maybe.  
 Quinn’s eyes skipped to the right, and she saw the Syndicate soldiers standing solemnly at the back of the room. She realized she’d probably be shot down before she could finish the job. But she didn’t care.  
 She tightened up, ready to launch, but then Marin shot her a gaze. A gaze that said ‘I know more than you do.’  
 Quinn leaned back in her hard metal chair and accepted that she was outmatched. At least for the moment.  
 The screen glowed and flashed to life, interrupting Quinn’s imaginings. 
 “What are we watching?” Milo asked. 
 “How about The Sound of Music?” Renner offered, causing some of the others to laugh.  
 Marin stopped in front of the screen. She spun around and faced them. But she revealed no emotional expression whatsoever. All business. And luring.   
 “The Potentate has asked me to show you the reasons why your services are invaluable.” 
 “That’s another way of saying propaganda,” Renner said. 
 Marin looked to Quinn. “Is he always like this?” 
 Quinn nodded. “He’s the kind of Marine who complains about his MRE while he devours it and steals one from the guy next to him. Eating two ‘disgusting meals.’” 
 Renner nodded and held up a hand. “I was diagnosed as a smartass at a very early age. When a nurse dropped a glass vial during my birth, my mother, without missing a beat, declared that ‘it wasn’t her, that she didn’t break it. It came that way.’” 
 The Marines laughed. Quinn didn’t like the jokey, made-up story, but she got the meaning, and couldn’t help but smirk a little.  
 “To which, I, as a mere newborn, replied, ‘Never retreat, never give up, never die without permission, for we Marines guard the pearly gates of Heaven.’” And Renner raised both fists in victory as if he’d just delivered them salvation. A hollow one, at least.  
 Other Marines hooted and hollered. Even now, Renner was standing up. Resisting. The problem, in Quinn’s eyes, was that they weren’t resisting in a smart way. Only emotional. All she wanted was for Renner to shut his trap.  
 Marin scowled at Renner and appeared to want to say more, put the smartass in his place, but images began flashing on the screen.  
 Scenes of death and devastation, but from a different point of view. The shots were of Syndicate ships being blown out of the sky, Syndicate troops being blasted apart or mercilessly gunned down in streets and fields.  
 “You see,” Marin said, fluttering her hand. “It wasn’t the Syndicate that was the provocateurs. The Potentate gave the order to engage only after being fired upon.” 
 “That’s some bullshit,” Hayden hissed. 
 More images on the screen. Cities lying partially in ruin. Armed packs of humans engaging in acts of unspeakable violence … against other humans. Communities waging war against each other in the aftermath of the Syndicate counterattack. 
 Then the images shifted and techno music swelled over shots of Syndicate soldiers marching triumphantly down streets and across boulevards as civilians watched and waved at them.  
 “Paging Leni Riefenstahl,” Milo said.   
 “Who?” Renner asked. 
 Milo waved his hand. “Another one of those pesky people from a book.”  
 Quinn was one of the few to get the Riefenstahl reference. She sat there watching, and knew that it was indeed bullshit. Propaganda of the highest order. How difficult would it have been for the Syndicate, with all of its mind-shattering technology, to simply create everything that was being shown? Not very, she thought to herself. 
 The images continued, graphic footage so intense that Quinn eventually had to turn away. The screen flickered off and the lights came up. 
 “What you’ve just seen is the truth,” Marin said.  
 “As you see it, Mrs. Goebbles?” offered Milo. 
 Marin’s eyes pinched to focus. “The way that we see it is the way that it is. In helping us preserve the peace, you will not only be doing us a great service, but your fellow citizens of Earth as well.” 
 “I’m sure they’ll greet us with open arms, chief,” Renner said. 
  “Don’t you see that you’ll be helping to save the Earth? The violence that is occurring is not of the Syndicate’s making. It is the result of internecine conflict, a war raged by a self-styled resistance.”  
 “So you want us to target the resistance?” Quinn asked. 
 “The Potentate would like you to remove the obstacles to peace.” 
 “That’s an awfully slippery answer, Boss,” Quinn replied, with disrespect dripping from her words. 
 “It’s the only one I’ve been authorized to give at the moment.”  
 “Gee, thanks,” Renner said.  
 Marin kept her composure, then smiled with a look of delight. “And now you’ll be shown what your responsibilities will be.” 
 




Chapter Fifteen: No Rest for the Weary

   
 The Marines were soon shown the training room. It was like a gym, but one where if you didn’t finish your reps, you might actually get a bullet in the back. The thing was, though, these weren’t real weapons they were playing with. Only the Syndicate soldiers keeping watch over them from the walls held blasters that could do anything more than cause a welt like a paintball gun.  
 It was tempting to laugh at the other Marines flinching from the stuns the practice weapons inflicted. But Quinn kept her composure and sobered her thoughts when a Syndicate soldier raised his blaster at a Marine who was making a run for the exit. The spacious room fell silent as everyone waited for death.  
 The Marine stopped and turned back to practicing. The Syndicate soldier lowered his blaster as if nothing had happened.  
 The Syndicate was being serious. If the Marines obeyed, no matter how reluctantly, they would only be in danger from whomever the Syndicate sent them to fight against.  
 But what happened next took everyone by surprise. Another Marine, sensing the opening and feeling weakness in the Syndicate’s lack of response, swung the butt of his practice rifle around and smashed a Syndicate soldier’s helmet. The defiant Marine snatched up the Syndicate soldier’s real blaster and pulled the trigger.  
 “Now!” the defiant Marine shouted.  
 But no one else joined in once they saw that the Syndicate soldier remained standing, despite the mashed up helmet. And the blaster didn’t fire when in the hands of the Marine. Reddened from embarrassment, the defiant Marine pulled the trigger again. 
 The Marine tried to back off, but the Syndicate soldier he’d attacked had already recovered, snatched his blaster back as if annoyed by a pestering bug, and released a lone shot, obliterating the Marine in an instant.   
  A second later, the incident faded almost as fast as it had begun. Power and force had been demonstrated, in a practice shooting range of all things. And Quinn’s attention was drawn away as well by a forceful and commanding bellicose voice.  
 “The alien weapons are beyond your understanding,” the voice said. “They’re linked to your biometrics and it’s impossible for them to be used against their maker.”  
 The voice belonged to a human, a man who appeared to be of high station, based on demeanor, stature, and a calmness about him like he knew he was in charge.
He was in the middle of his years and dressed in what looked like a military uniform that could barely contain his hulking frame.  
 His bulk, however, was offset by his fine, almost feminine features. Unlike the Marines, with their gnarled digits and faces that appeared to have been shattered and reset multiple times, this man didn’t appear to have broken so much as a nail to the extent he’d ever been in combat. Yet, he sported a fearsome beard that reached his broad chest.  
 Quinn knew the type. The type was her father, and she knew this guy wasn’t messing around. She began to fear for the life of the resilient Marine.   
 “I’m General Aames,” the man said as he handed a Syndicate Blaster to another Marine. “I’m here to help you survive, remember that. Try again. But with the safety off this time.” 
 The Marine shook his head no.  
 Aames grimaced, as he hovered over the defenseless but armed Marine. “You gonna put your big boy pants on and take a shot, or what?”  
 Quinn felt herself stepping forward to help, but knew she could do nothing. The Marine lifted the blaster.  
 “Point it at one of your fellow Marines and fire,” Aames ordered.  
 “But sir,” the Marine begged.  
 “I said FIRE,” Aames shouted.  
 The Marine closed his eyes and took a shot at the group of Marines. But nothing happened.  
 “See,” Aames said. “We account for traitors. Now shoot yourself for being a weak link.”  
 The Marine dropped the blaster. His singlet then began to burn, creating a hissing sound, and then exploded, killing the Marine.  
 “Your exo-armor is also linked to your biometrics with fail-safes built in. They will explode if you betray the Syndicate or if your heartbeat stops, and there is no turning back once you voluntarily enlist in The Human Marine Brigade. Commanded by me.”  
 Aames puffed out his chest. “Disobeying,” Aames continued, “is as wrong a choice as attacking the Syndicate. You are Syndicate now. The sooner you get that through your thick skulls, the more likely you’ll make it through this alive. Unless you all want to die pointless deaths like these two idiots. Obey. Do not attack or betray the Syndicate. Pull your heads out of your asses, get your shit squared, and you just may live to fight another day. Do you copy that?”  
 A few murmurs.  
 “DO YOU COPY THAT, MARINES!” General Aames bellowed.  
 “Sir, yes, sir,” the Marines said, in unison.  
 “You will not fail me,” Aames said. “Potentate Benno will usher in a new era of peace and prosperity and end human suffering and self-destruction. He rules by the grace of the universe and is firm, yet just.. He asks only for your loyalty, which I suggest you give freely. If you fail him or me, things will not end well for you.”  
 An eerie silence swept over the practice shooting range.  
 But Aames continued. “You will help your people by fighting them. Putting down their basest urges.” He finished and marched out of the practice range, now filled with more silence and fear.  
 Envoy Marin stepped forward and tried to force a smile, but couldn’t. 
 “That’s enough training for today. You should exit the conditioning range now, and head to the Medical Bay for your enhancement, which will most certainly improve your survivability. And from the looks of it, you need all the help you can get. Once completed, you’re ordered to settle in to your assigned squad bay and await orders. Before you go, however, please be advised that there are certain rules and codes of conduct aboard the Syndicate Command Center. You are not allowed to touch Syndicate members, including humans promoted to Syndicate rank, such as General Ames—whom you’ve just met. The penalty for the first offense is loss of limb. The penalty for the second offense is death by beheading. There is no third.” 
 Before Marin could finish, everyone began shoving and pushing their way out. Not believing any of this to be real and still in shock from the overwhelming defeat.  
 Marin tried to give them one last bit of advice to survive the new order. “Your Exo-Armor will be waiting for you, as The Foreseeing Syndicate already knows which barracks you'll choose, and you should feel privileged to have such an honor bestowed upon you.” 
 Milo, Renner, and Quinn were still listening, and the last to leave the Hall. They took their time leaving, still gathering intel on their situation. Quinn looked to Milo to see if he had a take on things. He only shrugged a ‘no.’ 
 “You will also be receiving recalibration of your combat training to fit The Syndicate’s requirements immediately,” Marin said. “You should get the rest of your Marines in line, or they’ll suffer the same fate as these idiots.” She shot a look at the remains of the dead Marines. “And please remember, you’ve been chosen because you have no place in human society anymore. They won’t accept you. They will reject you. You are rejects. But The Syndicate is giving you a second chance. Welcome to the First Marine Dreg Brigade!” 
 An awkward moment filled the room. 
 But then Renner piped up with a loud, “Oohrah.” 
 Marin smiled. “I said … welcome, Dregs!” 
 “Oohrah!” the remaining conscripted said, in unison. 
   
 




Chapter Sixteen: Giovanni Steps Up

   
 Giovanni was in a deep sleep when a hand grabbed him. He startled, reaching for a weapon, but calmed at the sight of Luke’s face, inches from his own. Past him, the open door showed the stars, dark of night, and what looked like comets shooting by in the distant sky, but were really Syndicate Ships scurrying back and forth between the planet and their Command Ship. He sat up now, confused. 
 “I know what you’re thinking,” Luke said. 
 Giovanni glared. “You couldn’t possibly.” 
 “This is the only way we can be certain they won’t see us.” 
 “Training in the goddamn darkness?” 
 Luke nodded. “You said you were up for a challenge.” 
 “Sure … but maybe after some beauty sleep.” 
 “You don’t need it,” Luke said, with a wink, and then pulled the blankets away as he headed for the door.  
 “Seriously?” Giovanni graoned. “Now?”  
 “Seriously,” Luke said, pausing in the doorway. “Now.” 
 With a heavy sigh, Giovanni pushed himself from the bed, his joints cracking and his muscles aching. He threw on his clothes and shoes, then followed Luke out.  
 Not long after, Giovanni, Luke, and Calee stood before forty resistance fighters, almost equally divided between men and women. Some of the assembled were general-purpose troops from the base, others local soldiers, including one or two of the indigenous special forces commandos he’d seen earlier. On the ground before them were sections of body armor and weapons.  
 For an instant, Giovanni’s resolve faltered. He heard the sound of the jungle creatures and wondered how ridiculous it was to think that this group of fighters would ever be able to mount an operation against the Syndicate. But then he took in the stares of the fighters before him. Their bodies were soft, but their eyes were hard.  
 They had the same look he’d seen in his fellow Marines back at the beginning of basic training, the gaze of a person who’s been cornered and is now willing to do whatever it takes to fight back.  
 “Leave those there,” Giovanni said, back stiffening, gesturing to the guns and gear. 
 “Why the hell would we do that?” Calee asked. 
 Giovanni smiled. “Because we won’t need them where we’re going.” 
 *** 
 Soon they were making good time, Giovanni and Luke leading the way as they ran side-by-side down a jungle footpath. The first stirrings of light daggered down through the canopy overhead. They crossed a planked bridge that spanned a roaring stream and stopped in front of a windfall, a section in the jungle littered with the carcasses of downed trees.  
 “This is where we start,” Giovanni said. 
 Before Luke could utter a word, Giovanni had slashed forward. He mounted a tree and began scrabbling up it, then jumped to another tree and hurtled over to a thick branch until he was maneuvering across the deadfall.  
 The others followed, fighting to maintain their balance, clumsy and hopeless. Giovanni grabbed branches, pulling them back and letting them go, forcing the resistance fighters to duck and jump and maintain their balance—just as they might have to do when confronting the Syndicate and its mechanized killing machines.  
 Luke smiled, ducking and diving under branches as Giovanni struggled to knock him down from the tree. It was a game, and Giovanni could tell that Luke was taking as much pleasure in it as he was.  
 When they were done there, next came a forced marched through the jungle, where they leaped over a series of chasms and crawled under thorn-filled vines, Giovanni doing his best to run the others through a kind of backwoods boot camp.  
 When Giovanni called them to a halt, he ordered them to gather up sticks, and then engaged in hand-to-hand combat with each of them at random, knocking one after another down with ease.  
 But then Luke plucked up his branch and called out to Giovanni, the two stabbing and swiping at each other as the sun rose higher in the sky. Luke rushed Giovanni, swinging his stick.  
 Giovanni parried the blow, moving in a circle as Luke lunged. 
 WHACK! 
 Giovanni popped him in the jaw with the end of his stick. 
 The blow stung, but the real damage was to Luke’s pride. 
 Again he came at Giovanni, and again ... Up came the stick, swatting his jaw as the other fighters surrounded the men, cheering them on.  
 On the third try, Luke managed to fend off Giovanni and swing his own stick. Giovanni jumped in the air and over the stick and brought his own length of wood around, cracking Luke behind his ear and levering him to the ground.  
 The other fighters hooted and hollered as Giovanni reached a hand down, leaning into him. 
 “You’re better than I expected,” Giovanni whispered.  
 “I didn’t want to show you up,” Luke said. 
 Giovanni grinned. “You’ll have to show me more later.” 
 Luke nodded. “I plan to.” 
 Giovanni helped Luke up as everyone headed back to the base camp. They stood there like that for a moment with clasped hands, brothers in arms. Luke nodded.  
 “We’re glad you’re on the team,” he said.  
 “So am I,” Giovanni said, then released the man’s hand.  
 *** 
 As the group made its way to the main compound where food was served, Giovanni and Luke headed there as well, with Calee in tow. She kept an eye out, watching the resistance fighters trudge forward, sweat-slicked, having been put through the ringer by Giovanni and Luke. She sneered at Luke and Giovanni talking together, and Giovanni could tell she thought little of him. That he was too full of himself, that it took more than training and fighting skills to win a war.  
 But he also knew that once she harnessed the ability to fight like him, with the stolen advanced weaponry, she would maybe despise him a little less.  
 “How’d it go?” she asked Luke, interrupting the pair’s private parlay.  
 “Like Crossfit on crack. Think I lost ten pounds,” he replied. 
 Calee nodded. “I need you two to come with me.” 
 “What?” Giovanni said. “And skip chow?”  
 Luke offered Giovanni a nod that said it was okay, and they followed her through the undergrowth to a hut that had been woven around a stand of oversized trees. Lights glowed on the inside of camouflage webbing, which Giovanni soon saw concealed a communications outpost of sorts.  
 The inside of the outpost brimmed with technology: a few banks of computers and tablets; routing equipment, listening devices, and several old-school radios that were as large as a battery on a tractor-trailer.  
 The air was filled with chatter and bursts of conversation in various tongues, everything monitored by four technicians who crouched on chairs fabricated from ammunition crates and jungle vines.  
 “This is the hive,” Calee said. 
 “I came up with the name,” Luke offered, proudly.  
 Calee gestured at the computers and communications equipment. 
 “Most of the satellites are down, but a portion of the net is still online after some hacker element from the Navy tapped into deep sea lines that the aliens apparently don’t even know about.” 
 “Communications?” 
 “Spotty, but we’ve still got email and outdated and relic deep sea comm cables. Supposed to be phased out, but they’re still there, dormant, unused.”  
 Calee pointed at several of the tablet screens, which were filled with real-time footage from cities across the globe. Most were in flames or in the process of being shattered as a result of Syndicate bombing runs.  
 “What do you see?” Calee asked Giovanni. 
 “Death and devastation,” he replied. 
 “Look closer.” 
 He did, and Calee swiped her fingers across a tablet so that the images were juxtaposed with coordinates and mapping symbols. Some of the areas were colored yellow, others were colored red. She pinched her fingers and zoomed in on the areas in yellow. 
 “Those are major population centers,” she said.  
 “The bastards targeted civilians,” Giovanni said, teeth bared. 
 “Only partially,” Calee replied. 
 She brought up images of several cities: New York, Miami, Los Angeles, Las Vegas. The additional images revealed that much of the city centers were indeed damaged, but others surrounding the inner ring of corporate offices remained largely intact. 
 “They could have flattened the cities, but they didn’t,” she said. 
 “Why?” 
 New images appeared, juxtaposed with the areas on the map in red. 
 “These are military bases. Rail lines. Fuel and weapons depots,” Calee said. 
 The images showed that these areas had been pulverized, destroyed beyond recognition.  
  “They … they’re targeting our weapons systems,” Giovanni said.  
 “Our means of warfare,” Calee said, correcting him. 
 “Rather than the people who’d actually wage it,” Giovanni replied. 
 She leaned back, nodding, arms folded across her chest. “That doesn’t make sense at all does it?”  
 “Unless it makes perfect sense,” he said. 
 “Explain,” she demanded, arching an eyebrow. 
 “What’s the first thing you do when you pacify a population?” Giovanni asked. “You take away their guns.” 
 Giovanni stared at the screen as Calee brought up a final set of images: maps with green dots followed by real-time shots of other resistance fighters in various locales.  
 “That represents our brothers and sisters in arms,” she said. 
 “How many?” he asked. 
 “Unknown, but there are more of them every day,” she answered.  
 Giovanni leaned close to the tablet as Calee pointed to a city covered in an unusually large number of green dots. 
 “What’s that?” he asked.  
 “Las Vegas, specifically the tunnels underneath it. It’s now ground zero for the resistance back in the States.” 
 *** 
 Outside, Giovanni strode next to Luke as the sun set overhead, a long day already behind them. The sky was clear, no signs of the Syndicate, no faraway shriek of aircraft, and no shuddering thunder of dropped bombs.  
 For a moment, it fooled Giovanni into feeling like nothing had changed and they were back in the past, in a world united before an invasion force changed everything. The way the vines dangled and the trees and flowers gave up their sweet fragrances reminded him of the summers he had spent as a child in New Orleans’s Garden District with his grandmother. The air was moist there, tinged with the salty hint of ocean.  
 He could almost feel the press of his grandmother’s hand as they strolled past the gardens on Fourth Street. But he wasn’t with her now. He was with a man who amounted to a stranger in essence, but with whom he already felt a deep bond. Almost as strong as the one he’d formed with Quinn.  
 “We’re going to head north,” Luke said. 
 Giovanni stopped and looked back. 
 “North as in—” 
 “Norte Americanos,” Luke said with a sly smile. “We’re going back over the border.” 
 “You’re assuming there still is one.” 
 Luke waved a dismissive hand. 
  “And then?” Giovanni asked. 
 “We’ll link with friendly elements in Vegas.” 
 “Sounds like you’ve got it all planned out.” 
 “Calee does most of the planning. She’s good like that. There’s even a name for it. Operation Weeping Angel.” 
 Giovanni registered this, then burst out in laughter. “Operation Weeping Angel? That is, without a doubt, the worst name for a mission I’ve ever heard of!” 
 “Hey, kiss my ass, man,” Luke said, laughing along. “I spent hours helping come up with that!” 
 A moment passed between the two. 
 “Calee’s not what I expected,” Giovanni finally said. “I had my doubts at first, but she’s impressive. She would’ve done well in the Corps.” 
 “She’s like the big sister I never had,” Luke said, with a snark in his tone. 
 “Is that all she is?” 
 “Oh, I think she probably wants more, but for me, that’s all she’ll ever be.”  
 Giovanni’s eyes found Luke’s, and he smiled. “Are you scared about moving out?” 
 Luke shook his head. “Change inevitably comes, Gio. It’s good to take risks in the meantime.” 
 “My sentiments exactly.” 
 “Hell, if I hadn’t trusted my gut, you wouldn’t even be here,” Luke added.  
 “And then where would you be?” Giovanni asked, his arm brushing Luke’s. 
 “I’d be a whole helluva lot worse off,” Luke said, staring into Giovanni’s eyes. “Do you … feel the same?” 
 Giovanni bit his lip and felt his cheeks burn red. This was as far as he’d ever gone in his personal desires. All that had been pushed aside so as not to get in the way of defending their home, Earth. Yet, he couldn’t help but notice the way the man’s eyes flitted down to his mouth, then across his body before returning to his eyes. In the silence that passed, they both seemed to understand each other.  
 There was no doubt the two wanted to do more, but was it really the right time? In light of all that was happening, could Giovanni really allow himself to get involved? To open up to such a degree that it could cause distractions? 
 He turned, frustrated, and when he looked up again, Luke was gone.  
   
 




Chapter Seventeen: A New Kind of Marine

   
 Back on the Syndicate Command Ship, Quinn and the other Marines were following Marin and a handful of Syndicate soldiers, threading down an inner staircase which ended at what looked a surgical room that smelled of antiseptic. The space was cluttered with workbenches and metal carts brimming with metallic medical instruments, syringes, and what appeared to be MRI scanners. 
 “Is this where the anal probing is done?” Renner asked, tongue in cheek. 
 Marin glared daggers at Renner as the bearded General Aames and an odd-looking man entered through a side door, dressed in an ivory smock. For an instant Quinn thought this was the man who’d injected her with drugs earlier. The one who’d forced her to submit. But then she realized the man in front of her was less stocky, not as broad, and as thin as a blade of grass, yet cut like every tissue in his body was muscle.  
 His eyelids flickered as if his mind couldn’t contain all his thoughts, yet when his eyelids were open, his irises burned with a yellow intensity that was jarring juxtaposed against his delicate skin. He looked to Quinn like somebody who hadn’t seen sunlight for quite some time, but something about his gaze and presence captured her attention.  
 The man in the smock approached and stopped before Milo. 
 “We’re doing complete workups. Womb to tomb, so drop your pants, please.” 
 “You gonna buy me dinner first?” Milo quipped. 
 The bearded General, Aames, stepped over. He hovered a good foot taller than Milo, and glared down at him. “Cheap date,” he said, smirking. “I was a general in the army back on Earth and I remain one here. This is Doctor Cody.” Aames gestured to the bearded man in the smock. Beards seemed like some kind of status symbol of rank, Quinn thought.  
 “You a medical doctor?” Milo asked. 
 “Well, actually I’m a scientist and an author,” Cody said.  
 “What do you write?” 
 “Non-fiction books mostly. I was working on one about the world’s great brothels when they sucked me up.” 
 “You finish it?” 
 Cody shook his head. “I was too busy doing research.” 
 Milo smirked as Cody gestured at the Marines. Quinn imagined Milo would actually like this douchebag, Cody, under different circumstances. She might even, too.  
 “We’re going to run some basic tests on everyone. Triage any potential issues that might impact your ability to function back on Terra Firma.” 
 “We’re all fighting fit,” Hayden said, slapping his chest. 
 “We’ll be the judge of that,” General Aames said. 
 Over the next hour, the Marines were prodded and poked and injected and studied by Cody and General Aames, as well as two medics who’d also been sucked up with the others. The Syndicate technology was exceptionally advanced, so much so that after running DNA scans, the Marines were able to learn about diseases and conditions they likely wouldn’t have experienced for decades.  
 Milo, for instance, discovered that he had a cancerous tumor under his left testicle, one that wouldn’t have grown or metastasized for thirty years.  
 One of the medics turned to Renner. “Did you know your white blood cell count is five-hundred thousand?” 
 “Who-hoo!” Renner shouted, pumping his fist. “You hear that! Five-hundred thousand, baby!” He turned back to the medic. “Is that, like, a record or something?” 
 “Yes,” the medic replied, “but not a positive one.” 
 “Okay, so what should the number be?”  
 “Your count should be less than four-thousand,” the medic replied. 
 Renner shrugged. “So what’s the takeaway?” 
 Cody glanced over. “You should technically be dead.”  
 Renner went on to learn that he had a leukemia and would’ve likely died within three months. Hayden was examined next and discovered that he had issues with his arteries, and Quinn had problems with her ovaries that may or may not have been cancerous. All of these things were discovered and corrected with the Syndicate’s non-invasive, nano-infused technology. 
 “The hell is that?” Quinn asked, pointing to a clear monocle that Cody slipped down over one eye.  
 “Mono-lens,” Cody replied. “Allows me to see the anatomical structures inside without opening you up. Right now I’m following the blood vessels in your liver over and under your breasts.”  
 “And this is strictly for medical purposes?” 
 “That’s what I keep telling people,” Cody said, with a wry smile. 
 “Are you human?” Quinn asked him.  
 Cody giggled. “What else would I be?” 
 “Nothing is what it seems in this place.” 
 Cody’s smile slipped away. “It took me two full months before I realized that.” 
 Quinn leaned into him. “You were kidnapped?” 
 Cody shrugged. “All I remember was walking along the beach north of San Diego one night when I saw this flash of lights.”  
 “The aliens?” Quinn asked.  
 “No, that was just a plane. The aliens came out of the water and got me.” 
 “Really?” 
 Cody grinned. “Just messing with you. Yeah, the lights were the bad guys.”  
 Quinn suppressed a faint smile, turning her attention away. She watched several medics prep some kind of alien 3D printer that allowed the team to create eerily lifelike sections of the Marines’ anatomy that could be explored in greater detail.   
 Milo soon found himself surrounded by Cody and Marin, bent over a surgical table as one of the medics waved a wand across his backside that was supposed to restore the elasticity to his lower lumbar region. This, along with injections of various cocktails of drugs, was done to everyone to improve their fighting abilities. As Cody said, the goal was to turn force-multipliers into multi-force-multipliers. Quinn choked on that load of BS. Sounded like propaganda if she’d ever heard it.  
 As the medical work was wrapping up, Quinn found herself standing next to Marin, who’d just appeared, bobbing her head in the direction of General Aames. 
 “So what role is General spit and polish playing?” Quinn asked.  
 “I believe the term is CO,” Marin said. 
 “Christ. He’s our commanding officer?” 
 “You’re going to be singing from his hymn sheet now,” she replied, with a nod. 
 “And what exactly is the song?” 
 “That’s up to him,” Marin answered, with a tight smile. “The Syndicate allows for more discretion on the battlefield than you might expect, in light of how ordered things are here.”  
 “And you do like your order,” Quinn said.  
 “You’ve been fighting your whole life, haven’t you?” Marin asked.  
 “There was a gap when I was in elementary school,” Quinn replied.  
 Marin grinned. “They say sarcasm is the last vestige of the inarticulate. You need to know, Sergeant, that you’re no longer at the top of the food chain. You need to know your place now, because soon, one way or another, you will be singing to a different tune.” 
  “Right. You already mentioned that. Round one to the Syndicate puppet for originality.”  Quinn marched away, not looking back.  
 *** 
 After their medical reconditioning was complete, the Marines gaggled down through security checkpoints and across corridors within corridors. They saw rooms filled with Syndicate technicians manning computers and watching real-time footage from faraway places, battles on Earth and presumably other, far-flung locales. 
 They stopped before a retina scanner pinned to a metal door. General Aames peered into the scanner and the door opened to reveal a hangar-sized space segregated into sections. On one side of the room were simulation devices, enormous insertion shuttles, and other craft that were positioned on struts and pneumatic lifts.  
 In the middle of the room were dozens of touchscreen plasma tablets hanging from the ceiling, filled with images of space and various areas on the Earth. At the back of the room was a zero gravity chamber, a glass-enclosed raised dais filled with floating items, while at the outer edges of the room were metal lockers and a wall filled with armor and weapons and ammunition. 
 “Marines, you will be well-prepared for your return to Earth,” General Aames said, gesturing to the weapons. “The finest equipment in the galaxy.” 
 Renner was already on the run, scampering over to the weapons and armor, grinning ear to ear. He held up an enormous rifle and turned, smiling at Quinn and shouting, “If this is a dream, don't wake me up!” 
 “Boys and their toys,” Quinn said, smiling and shaking her head.   
 The Marines inspected the armor. It resembled that worn by the Syndicate soldiers with two significant differences. Instead of being bulky and red, the new armor was thinner and a transparent color, and, second, infused with active camouflage, meaning it could change appearance depending on the terrain the Marines found themselves deployed. Quinn reached out to touch one, and it morphed and showed a reflection of her skin. She glanced at Milo. 
 “Gotta admit, this is pretty sweet,” she said. 
 He nodded and inspected the armor again. Then, as the others watched, Milo and Quinn slipped into their armor.  
 As soon as the material came down over her chest, Quinn exhaled at the pressure around her midsection. The armor was literally molding itself around her curves, morphing into place as if it had a mind of its own. She felt a warming sensation as the armor formed around her muscles, the material driven by both unseen gears and internal nanodevices that one of the techs said were too small to see.   
 Quinn looked over at Milo and saw that his armor was similarly flexing and expanding to fit the contours of his frame with no noticeable seams. It was almost as if the material had been painted on their bodies.   
 “How the hell do we get it off?” Milo asked. 
 “You may never need to,” General Aames said, holding Milo’s look. “The metamaterials in that armor, what we call Second Skin, are designed to be worn twenty-four seven. You can literally bathe in that shit and it won’t impact its utility one bit.” 
 “What about when I have to piss, General?” Renner asked. “Can I go right inside the bodysuit, or do I gotta take her off?”  
 General Aames didn’t dignify that with a response, stalking off as Renner chortled and slapped palms with another Marine.   
 Quinn began limbering up. The more she moved, the more she realized that the armor actually aided in her movements and flexibility.  
 She instantly felt ten years younger, a number of nagging sore spots near the small of her back no longer giving her trouble. She dropped to the ground and did a split. A few chuckles followed. 
 “This is nuts,” she said. “If I did yoga for a year I still wouldn’t be able to move like this.” 
 Milo shrugged on his armor, but tripped over his own feet and caught his fall on a metallic rail, bending it.  
 “What the …”  
 Quinn leaped over and grabbed the rail. She bent it back into place like it was a straw. 
 Milo shot a glare at her that said they were in over their heads. She shrugged back, enjoying having this kind of power.  
 Quinn moved, and a thin sheathing rolled down over the entirety of the exoskeleton, giving it a shiny, seamless look. Quinn felt powerful in the armor, but also pangs of regret. If only they’d had weapons like this against the Syndicate, she thought to herself. They still would have been outnumbered, but it might have made a difference.  
 And what would they do with the high-tech gear now? Likely use it against their fellow citizens. The thought of that brought a chill over Quinn.   
  “Geezus, it’s light,” Milo said, admiring his armor. 
 “Too light,” Renner said, thumping his chest with a fist. “Got a real concern whether or not it’s gonna hold up under battle conditions.” 
 “The armor is next generation exo-tech armor,” a voice said.  
 Quinn looked back to see Cody staring at the Marines.  
 “Your body armor is made of nanomaterials and alien-sourced isomers, and can withstand nearly any kinetic blast within a certain distance.” 
 “In English, Doc,” Renner said. 
 “It’s damn near indestructible.” 
 “Bullshit.” 
 Cody pulled a pistol from his pocket and shot Renner in the chest. Point blank. Just like that.   
 The shot echoed off the wall, the Marines wincing. 
 When they looked back, Renner was in exactly the same spot, staring down at his armor. There was a black smudge on his chest, which he quickly wiped away with an index finger.  
 “Goddammit, there was an easier way to prove your point!” Renner shouted. 
 “Not from where I’m standing,” Cody said, turning from a fuming Renner.  
 Quinn watched Cody grab a battle helmet and hold it aloft, pointing to the features on it. 
 “You can access real-time feeds from a central intelligence apparatus known as Mother,” Cody said. “Mother is overwatch, God, and the cavalry all rolled into one.”  
 “What the hell is it?” Milo asked. 
 “It’s an autonomous network,” Cody said. 
 “Artificial intelligence shit?” Renner asked. 
 “Well beyond that. The system is synched to a biomechanical hive that can process in three seconds what it would take the human mind to do in three years. It really is a miracle, and gives the Syndicate total information awareness.” 
 “Lovely,” Quinn said. 
 “You’ll be grateful once the bullets start flying,” Cody quipped.  
 Quinn cued a button on the side of her helmet and a head-up display glowed and hummed to life. The HUD showed incredibly detailed images of the surrounding area and the weapons in front of her. Unfortunately, everything was scribed in an alien language that used symbols and caricatures Quinn was unfamiliar with. Cody punched a code in the side of the helmet and everything converted to English. 
 “Better?” Cody asked. 
 Quinn nodded and Cody grabbed an olive-colored, short-barreled rifle with an oversized magazine and a foldable stock. 
 “Forty-watt Parallax rifles are standard issue.”  
 He tossed one to Quinn, who examined it and then raised the weapon. 
 A part of her felt excited at what they could do with Syndicate-level weaponry, but then felt dread again over what they might have to use it for.  
 “Each weapon is biometrically synched to a Syndicate hive,” Cody said. “Every piece of equipment has been manufactured to turn on the user if and when it is attempted to be used against the Syndicate in any form or fashion.” 
 “So you’re saying—” Renner said, before Cody waved him off. 
 “So I’m saying if you try to shoot any of us, the gun will backfire into your face. You try and pull a pin on a ballistic grenade and lob it at us, you’ll be blown to bits. It’s as simple as that. Any questions?” 
 The Marines remained silent as General Aames traded looks with all of them. “Ladies and gentlemen, we have exactly two hours to prepare for infiltration.”  
 “Where are we headed?” Renner asked. 
 Quinn knew the answer. They were headed back to Earth, ostensibly to keep the peace, even though she surmised that was a lie. They were going to be enforcers now, muscle for the invaders, hunting down and snuffing out anything or anyone that posed a threat to the new order. But she also had the sneaking suspicion that there was some other reason for their return, something that had yet to be revealed.  
 “We’re going back home ... to confront the resistance,” Aames said. 
 “And then?” Renner said.  
 “We engage and liquidate.” 
 “We kill them?” Milo asked.  
 “That’s generally what’s done with traitors,” General Aames replied.  
 “What happened to us keeping the peace?” Hayden asked.  
 “The peace will come once the killing is over,” General Aames said.  
 Hayden’s face fell and General Aames advanced and stood before him. 
 “You got a problem with your situation, Marine?” Aames said to Hayden. 
 “Too many to count, sir,” Hayden replied.  
 “You don’t have to like or even respect me, Marine.” 
 “Which is fine, because I don’t,” Hayden said. 
 “But you do have to respect the job.” General Aames gestured at the others. “I want each and every one of you to restrain your swagger, and keep your eyes on the prize. You either carry out this mission, or I’ve been given orders to send you to the menticide ward.” 
 “What the hell is that?” Quinn asked. 
 “Mental embalming,” Cody said in response. “If you survive the procedure, you could get lucky and be re-entered into service as a drone soldier. Albeit, with no memory of your life and a blank personality.’  
 The Marines traded glances. “Anybody ever tell you the meaning of the word ‘lucky?’” Milo said to Cody. “‘Cause I think you’re misusing it.”  
 Several Marines suppressed laughter. But the mood shifted, and everyone went silent when sliding doors hissed open and Marin approached, signaling for them to follow her.  
 *** 
 The Marines were led to their quarters, which was an octagonal room filled with bunks stacked three high, side-to-side in two dozen rows. Quinn stood alongside Milo near one of the bunks, which were silver in color and made of the same kind of shape-hugging, colloidal substance that Quinn had felt back in one of the other rooms.  
 “I got dibs on the bottom bunk,” Milo said. 
 “I already called it,” Quinn said. 
 Milo’s eyes met Quinn’s. 
 “Looks like we’re in a bit of a dispute, Sergeant.” 
 She nodded. 
 “How do you propose we settle it?” 
 Quinn knelt on one side of the bunk and stuck her hand out as if she was going to arm-wrestle Milo. 
 “You’re joking?” he said. 
 “Do you see me smiling?” 
 Several of the other Marines, including Renner, heard this and gathered around.  
 Quinn ignored everyone else and met Milo’s eyes. She waggled her hand.  
 “Scared of losing to a girl, big boy?”  
 “Very,” Milo said.  
 Milo dropped to his knees and thrust out his arm. He gripped her hand. The other Marines started laughing and talking smack, and even a few Syndicate soldiers peered in to see what was going on. Milo’s hand was larger, but Quinn believed her advantage lay in the ability to leverage her longer arm.  
 Their hands met. 
 Quinn gritted her teeth and positioned her elbow. Milo tried, as Quinn expected, to quickly outmuscle her. He leaned forward and pressed down hard. Quinn faltered for an instant, then regained position. The others around them cheered and laughed, and there was a stalemate for an instant, a moment when their eyes met across the bunk. And then Quinn reached way down deep inside and pushed from the palm of her hand.  
 Quinn felt something coursing through her armor. It was as if the armor, sensing her movement, had jolted her muscles into a higher gear. She realized this was likely an offshoot of the Syndicate’s technology that harnessed the innate abilities of the user and amplified them. She’d noticed this before when stretching in her armor, but at that moment, grappling with Milo, the effects were more pronounced.   
 To test out her hypothesis, she let up, and Milo, sensing victory, muscled forward, trying to pin her hand at a ninety-degree angle. At the moment that Milo was moving in for the kill, Quinn angled her elbow in and leaned forward, ushering her inner strength through the palm once more.  
 The armor seemed to tighten, and Quinn heard a nearly imperceptible whirring sound as energy traveled down her arm, allowing her to slam Milo’s hand into the bunk in one swift and violent movement.  
 There were more gasps than cheers. Quinn was already figuring out how to use the exo-armor to their advantage. She wondered if that was why the Syndicate was giving them a moment to themselves. A chance to jockey for position and figure out how to use their new toys.  
 As she stood and returned a few fist bumps, she looked down and noticed they hadn’t put on their boots yet. She shook her head at the oversight and grabbed her boots from beneath the bunk. They fit perfectly. It was as if the exo-armor was one-size-fits-all, or the Syndicate had some omniscient ability to predict what choices they’d make.  
 “Huh,” she said, without realizing she was thinking out loud.  
 “Huh what?” Milo asked.  
 “Black boots, red armor. Reminds me of the first Gulf War. Before Earth’s Global Defense. American Marines got black boots instead of desert boots like the Army. Marines were always getting hand-me-downs.”  
 “That’s because we do more with less,” Milo said. “That’s why we’re the best.”  
 “Oh … is that why you’re here too, Devil Dog?” Quinn teased. She immediately regretted it. He’d saved her already today, and she’d saved him too, but there was no reason to put him in his place like that. Everyone had lost today.  
 Milo grimaced.  
 Quinn started to apologize, but stopped. She was afraid Milo might see her as weak if she gave in so easily. Instead, she doubled-down. “Toughen up, buttercup. This day’s only gettin’ started.”  
 Milo smiled, giving Quinn peace of mind. “Fine, but don’t ever call me buttercup again.”  
 “Sure thing, sweet cheeks,” Quinn said.  
 But their banter was interrupted by the squad bay doors sliding open. General Aames entered with a horde of Syndicate soldiers and ordered the Marines to follow him. Everyone fell silent and lined up to follow the General. His mere calm and authoritative presence demanded it.  
 *** 
 The Marines were divided into teams. Some were strapped inside the simulation devices, others used the touchscreen plasma tablets to explore three-dimensional modeling scenarios of the putative mission back to Earth, and those remaining entered the zero gravity chamber, donning silver-tinted boots.  
 “What are these?” Quinn asked Cody. 
 “Thermo-electro boots. They’ve got nanoparticles in the soles that capture body heat and biorhythms, turn it into molecular energy, then use that to propel you.” 
 “So basically they’re power-trampolines strapped to your feet.” 
 Cody nodded as the Marines strapped up and began executing propulsive maneuvers inside the chamber. 
 When the training was over, the Marines gathered up their arms and ammunition and marched down to a landing bay where an arc glider, a tactical assault craft, was being prepped. 
 Cody moved between the Marines, handing them a single syringe that was encased in a clear, rock-hard container.  
 “If any of you are wounded, mortally that is, jab yourself with that puppy,” he said, pointing to the syringe. 
 “What is it?” Quinn asked.  
 “It’s a drug called Lazarus. It can, on one or two occasions, revive anybody from even the worst injury. I emphasize the one time use because after that, your body, for reasons unknown to me, rejects the meds.”    
 Cody smiled. 
 “Think of it as a one-time get out of hell free card.” 
 “Thanks, Dr. Feelgood,” Renner said, smirking at his new abilities.  
 Cody ignored him and made his way to Quinn.  
 He hated having to put on a show for the Syndicate, but he needed them to truly believe that he was complicit if he was to have any chance at finding a way to fight back.  
 Cody pulled out a tiny device that looked like a nose trimmer and shined it at Quinn’s eyes.  
 “See a soul in there?” Quinn joked.  
 Cody snapped off the light. He did indeed see a light in Quinn’s eyes, a flicker of something that made him think that perhaps she could be engaged, maybe even trusted. He sat down on the bench, gesturing for Quinn to sit next to him.  
 Quinn accepted the invitation, but glared as she took her seat.  
 “You look like you’re not too happy to be here, Quinn.” 
  “No, I’m peachy, doc,” Quinn said. “But thanks for asking.” 
 “Things could be worse,” Cody said. 
 “They couldn’t possibly be.” 
 Cody cracked his knuckles, then leaned in close to Quinn so that the others couldn’t hear him.  
  “So you have no idea what happened to the others back on Earth?” Quinn asked, thinking of her daughter. “The Marines?” 
  “From what I hear, there are no more Marines,” Cody said. 
  Quinn’s face fell. “For Chrissakes, we had three hundred thousand men under arms. The idea that they’re all gone—that’s fucking impossible.” 
  “Impossible things happen every day,” Cody said. 
  “What the hell happened to them?” Quinn asked.  
  “What happens to everyone that stands up to the Syndicate. They have ceased to be.” 
  Quinn registered this, head hanging, deep in contemplation.  
  “If they’re all gone, what’s left?” 
  It was too soon to let her in on the bigger picture. She wouldn't believe him anyway. Time to lie a little for her sake. “What you’re going to fight. The resistance. Maybe twenty thousand of them.” 
  “The enemy of my enemy?” 
  “In a sense, I suppose yes …” 
  “Doesn’t that make them my friend?” 
  Cody opened his mouth to respond, then thought better of it. There were listening devices hidden in various parts of the shuttle, and he was worried about saying something that might be used against him. He looked around to each corner of the room, to communicate what he was thinking, that they were being watched and listened to. 
 “Don’t take this the wrong way, Quinn, but it looks like you have not lived a life of leisure. What did you do back in the world?”  
   
  Quinn considered this for several seconds.  
  “I guess you could say I was always struggling against something. Even when I was a kid, I was fighting against my brothers.” 
  “Always kicking someone’s ass?” 
  “I guess you could say that,” she said. “You?” 
  “I was usually the one whose ass was being kicked,” Cody said, with a zippered smile. 
  “And yet here we are …” 
  “The fates have brought us together,” Cody said, with a grin.  
  Quinn sucked on her teeth and Cody glanced to see if the others were looking, then he reached in a cargo pocket and pulled out a translucent container the size of a thumb. Inside were a handful of black pills with yellow speckles. 
  “Never thought I’d say this, but Renner’s right. Your professional name should be Doctor Feelgood,” Quinn said. 
  Cody fought off a smirk. “At ease. It’s a cognitive enhancer that’s favored by certain elements within the Syndicate. The one you took was a cherry, an intro to the drug. And this one's a peach, good for sustained use. You'll get the bar, i.e., the strong stuff, when you've proven yourself.” 
  “What’s it called?” asked Quinn. “And for the record, I have no desire to prove anything to you.” 
  “Black Sunshine.” 
  “Catchy.” 
  “I could go into detail, but the quick and dirty is that it allows a user to operate in a heightened state for up to thirty-six hours, when you’re lucky. The lower-grade stuff, much less.” 
  “What’s the downside?” 
 “That is the downside.” 
  Cody winked and placed the container in Quinn’s hand.  
  “Use them wisely,” he said, before rising. 
  Quinn secreted the container in a pocket as Milo approached.  
 Cody rose and left the two of them to chat. He looked back over his shoulder, thinking about how in the world of the Syndicate, there were but two kinds of people: enemies and allies. He turned back, satisfied that Quinn wasn’t the sort to share the secret of Black Sunshine with one of her comrades.  
 If she did, he’d deny that he’d ever given it to her. If she didn’t, he’d sit back and monitor her, waiting for the drug to work its magic, waiting to see if she was someone he could trust, someone he could rely on.  
 




Chapter Eighteen: Friendly Fire

   
 General Aames appeared, flanked by a small contingent of Syndicate soldiers. 
 “Follow me,” Aames said without further elaboration.  
 The Marines and several of the other prisoners and aliens, including Larry, fell into line and marched in silence as General Aames led them along two corridors to a massive metallic door. There, the green light of a biometric scanner kissed his eyes and doors slid open to reveal a circular launch bay. 
  “Line up along the walls,” General Aames ordered. “Get locked and loaded.” 
 “What are we doing, sir?” asked Hayden. 
 “A little experiment,” General Aames replied.  
 The Marines assumed the position around the room, their backs to the wall.  
 “Shoulders back!” General Aames barked. 
 Quinn pressed her shoulders against the wall as ruggedized holsters that resembled the over-the-shoulder restraints she’d once seen on roller coasters emerged from panels behind her. The restraints latched onto their shoulders and upper bodies and the floor dropped several feet until they were being held aloft in the air by the holsters.  
 Syndicate soldiers proceeded to place biometric-synched Parallax assault rifles into the hands of each Marine. Quinn watched as gossamer-fine needles emerged from the sides of her rifle, sliding gently into her flesh.  
 Then the floor rose up and the holsters pulled back into the walls. The Marines were left standing, holding their rifles.  
 There was a Marine, four bodies down from Quinn, a wild-eyed man whose name she didn’t even know. The Marine stared at the tiny red dots where the needles had entered his arm. Then he looked at the rifle, and then from the rifle to General Aames. 
 “You fucker!” the Marine shouted. 
 The Marine raised his rifle and triggered the gun and— 
 BOOM! 
 The gun backfired, spattering the Marine’s head against the wall.  
 Quinn turned away, listening to the dead man’s body slip to the floor with a sickening, wet thud. 
 “Goddammit!” General Aames shouted, his voice booming off the walls. “Did you people not hear us before? Do not try or even think about using any of your weapons against us or you will wind up like this sorry sonofabitch!” he added, pointing to the dead man.   
 There were several seconds of awkward silence, and Quinn could hear the blood from the dead man lapping against the floor.  
 “Any questions?” General Aames asked.  
 More silence filled the chamber. General Aames strode down in front of the Marines, eying each of them.  
 “Our orders are in. The first operation is going to be an assault on a resistance site on Earth and the retrieval of an object wanted by the Syndicate. You sons of bitches will be the thrust of the assault, and once you’ve retrieved the object, you will link up with the B-team that is striking the target from the other direction.”  
 “That’s it?” Hayden asked. 
 “The rest of the details are beyond your pea-sized brain's comprehension, Sergeant,” General Aames said. 
 “Seeing that we’re going to be doing the fighting and the dying, sir, I’d like to know.” 
 General Aames moved over and stood before Hayden.  
 “You are going to confront the enemy and liquidate them. Do you understand that, Devil Dog?” 
 “Sir, yes, sir,” Hayden said, in reply.  
 The other Marines answered as one. “Aye, Sir,” even as they eyed one another, questioning the order silently.  
 The Syndicate soldiers fanned out, handing the Marines their battle helmets, which shifted and contorted around the user’s skull. Milo cast a sideways glance at Quinn. His mask was moving and shifting, just like the Potentate’s helmet. Creepy as fuck.  
 Quinn turned and caught sight of herself in the reflection from a window. She looked like some kind of alien warfighter, in her helmet and armor. She could barely spot the difference between the Marines and the Syndicate soldiers lined up behind them.  
 “Are you ready, Marines?” General Aames shouted.  
 “Do or die!” Milo shouted, and then a collective, “Semper Fi!” 
 General Ames turned and stared at Quinn.  
 “Do not forget that you are expendable. Do not fail your Potentate.”  
 “Aye, sir!” Quinn shouted in response.  
 *** 
 The Launch Bay’s outer doors slid apart to reveal a translucent floor beneath the Marines. Directly below, the sight of Earth was overwhelming. Pristine, seemingly untouched, unharmed by invasion and devastation. But Quinn knew better.  
 It was still beautiful, but one thing was different. Quinn could see small transport ships, combat space fighters, and what looked like missiles launching.  
 She also saw other Syndicate launch bays, on the same Syndicate Command Ship and on other ships. Several of the bays held Marines positioned against the inner walls, while others contained numerous Arc Gliders that other fighters were boarding, including the aliens and other prisoners.  
 From a distance, Quinn could barely make out Cody moving down the middle aisle of a glider, inspecting equipment, weapons, and exo-armor, shining a light in everyone’s eyes.  
 Quinn followed Milo down over a ramp and into the belly of a glider illuminated by pulses of blue light.  
 A holographic image of Cody appeared in the air in the middle of the room, busily pointing to the left and right, assigning spots to each Marine. 
 Quinn took her place next to Milo, the pair standing under a metal housing of sorts that resembled a static-line waiting position inside a combat plane back on Earth. Lights flashed on the ground and Quinn noticed an outline for her boots. She stood on the outline, and a cage formed around her boots. She leaned back against the wall as a five-point harness descended and enveloped her like a cocoon. The harness snugged her tightly, and then the metal flooring rotated back so that Quinn was at an angle, looking down at the floor.  
 She gulped and looked over at Milo, and beyond him, Hayden and Renner. “Remind me again why we’re fighting?”   
 Milo mustered a smile. “We’re doing it for the only reason that matters, Quinn. For each other.”  
 The assault craft began trembling and Quinn could feel the machine’s thrusters powering to life.  
 Red lights flashed green and the doors on the glider closed with a pressurized hiss.  
 She looked up. Holographic Cody was mouthing the words “Good Luck,” and Quinn felt the glider lifting off, easing out of the loading dock. 
 The trembling ceased and Quinn was pressed back as the glider rocketed forward.  
 She hazarded a look up and out of the only window in sight, and watched as the Earth grew larger as they approached. 
 Somewhere out there, her daughter was waiting for her to come home. Nothing could stop that from happening, Quinn decided at that moment. Not a damn thing. 
 




Chapter Nineteen: Crossing Boundaries

   
 The Resistance fighters started off on a day cooler than normal, making their way by foot until they were able to reach the designated point where other Resistance fighters waited with vehicles. Traveling on foot for the first part had been for security—if the Syndicate had a way of tracking vehicle movement, they didn’t want to give away their base location.  
 Now they had no choice, though. If they hoped to make it across the border and all the way to Vegas, they couldn’t very well do it by foot. Hell, by the time they reached their destination, the war would be over.  
 If this could even be called a war, Giovanni thought with a grunt as he covered his mouth and nose with his jacket to avoid the dust blowing up from the jeep ahead of them.  
 Every major city that he could think of had apparently been taken over by the Syndicate at this point, and what the Resistance hoped to accomplish was beyond him.  
 If he was being honest with himself, he was already convinced that this was all pointless. But he wasn’t the type to be honest with himself, so he said fuck that. If there was an ounce of blood still pumping through his veins, he would fight those invading alien fucks. And if he fell in combat, he’d come back from the dead and see that they were pushed back to whatever planet they came from. 
 “Everything all right back there?” Calee yelled from the driver's seat, and Luke glanced back with a hopeful smile. The two had largely ignored whatever it was that had happened that night between them. Or whatever Giovanni might have imagined happened—the look they shared.  
 “Just… thinking.” He leaned forward, hands resting on the seatbacks in front of him, and spoke up so he could be heard. “These invaders, the Syndicate. Anyone know a damn thing about them?”  
 “You know as much as we do,” Luke said.  
 “But I mean, someone has to know where they came from. Are they from our solar system, even?”  
 “That’s the strange part,” Calee said, weighing in. “Their equipment, their armor… all of it—they aren’t so different from us.” 
 “Exactly!” Giovanni smiled, getting into it now. “I mean, it’s like they are us, almost. Could an alien race just happen to get it so close?” 
 “But they’re more advanced,” Luke said. “Clearly. So maybe it’s like in those movies where the aliens copy what we have, or take on some form that we’d be familiar with, but then they took it to the next level.” 
 “Or an alternate dimension where everything is quite similar, but different,” Calee offered. She drove for a moment before realizing the other two were staring at her. “What? It’s an alien invasion, for Christ’s sake. Is it so hard to jump to the next level and consider that they could be from another dimension?”  
 “I guess not.” Giovanni leaned back, frowning. None of this really made sense. It hadn’t been long ago when they didn’t know aliens existed, outside of VR games and hologram movies.  
 The conversation moved into battle plans and strategies for fighting the Syndicate if they ever had the opportunity again, but it all seemed to go about in circles. Make the attack, then retreat to their tunnels, to bunkers set up in specific locations, and any other hideouts they could find. It wasn’t a war, it was an insurgency.  
 Only now, they were the insurgents, and Giovanni hated it. Resented it, even.  
 When they neared the border, they slowed and went off road, looking for the spot their Resistance collaborators across the border had marked for them. The idea was that there would be a place in the Grand Wall of the United States with an opening large enough for their vehicles. The wall had been built by millions of American debt laborers twenty years earlier, paid so cheaply that it could practically be considered slave labor. 
 The danger, of course, was that the Syndicate had patrols in the air around these parts, and might have already spotted the location and either blocked the opening or set up an ambush.  
 Soon they pulled over, and the truck in the rear came up to distribute fuel canisters while the fighters took a breather at a nearby stream.  
 “We were supposed to have been across by now,” Luke said, sitting on a rock by the stream and wiping sweat from his brow with his sleeve.  
 “And if we don’t find the crossing point?” Giovanni asked.  
 “True, it might not be there. But what do you do if life doesn’t leave you an opening?” 
 “Create one with a lot of bombs?” 
 “Exactly. C-4, in this case, but yeah.” He laughed, and took off his combat boots and socks to dip his feet in the cool water.  
 Giovanni did the same, and let out a long sigh.  
 “You know,” Luke started, but then looked away, lost in thought.  
 “Yeah?” Giovanni asked. 
 “The other night. Us …” Luke began. 
 “Is there an us?” 
 Luke looked up, tentatively. “Should there be?” 
 Giovanni closed his eyes, hands in his pockets and enjoying the water as it rushed past his ankles. He wished Luke wouldn’t answer a question with a question, but he finally opened his eyes to see the man staring at him.  
 “With everything going on …” 
 “Yeah, totally,” Luke said. “It only makes sense … not to complicate matters.”  
 Giovanni nodded, but bit his lip as he looked at Luke’s sad eyes. He wanted to take him in his arms and tell him screw it, all that mattered was them. But he had learned through experience that personal desire would only hinder them. Maybe when the invasion was over, when they won. Maybe.  
 But not like this.  
 “We’re going to win,” Luke said, now glaring as if daring him to say otherwise. “Just so you know. I see the doubt in your eyes sometimes, and I want you to be as certain as I am. We’re going to fucking destroy them.” 
 “Good.” Giovanni smiled as he stepped out of the water. He sat down next to Luke and spread out his legs, waiting for his feet to dry. “When that day comes, I’ll be celebrating at your side.” 
 Luke smiled and reached out a hand, which Giovanni took, gave a reassuring squeeze, and then let drop.  
 When their feet were dry and they’d replaced their socks and shoes, they made their way back.  
 *** 
 Calee turned from checking tire pressure and met them with an eyebrow raised. “I trust you found the little boy’s room?”  
 Luke laughed and motioned to the tree. “Right over there, same spot as the little girl’s room.”  
 “That’s what I was afraid of,” she said as she stood and wiped her hands on her cammies. “You two, no peeking now.” 
 Luke laughed, but Giovanni smiled sheepishly.  
 “Does she know?” he asked.  
 “What, that I’m not exactly on the ‘peeking at girls while they piss’ team?” 
 Giovanni laughed. “I hope nobody is on that team. No, you know what I meant.” 
 Luke blushed, but nodded. “No, I don’t know that she does. I mean, I hope she’d have figured it out by now.”  
 “It’s harder when you have the cammies and a large gun, I’d guess.” 
 “How would you know how large my gun is?” 
 Giovanni kicked dirt at him and laughed. “Give me a break, okay?” 
 Luke grinned and hopped into the jeep with a wink. 
 Calee returned and they resumed the search for their destination. After only about five minutes of driving, though, a small dust cloud rose up south of them.  
 “That might be trouble,” Luke said.  
 “We weren’t expecting anyone, I gather?” Giovanni said as he turned in his seat to try and get a better look.  
 “That’s a big, fat negative.”  
 “Lock and load,” Calee said, turning hard on the steering wheel and heading for the wall. 
 “What’re you doing?” Luke turned frantically to the vehicles now visible behind them, and the wall, slowly rising up in front of them. “Don’t throw us into the fire to escape the wolves!”  
 She laughed. “Fuck that. They didn’t give us a way through, we’re going to make one. Here, keep the jeep going straight.” 
 “What, why would I need to—” He shouted and grabbed the wheel as she stood and motioned in the air to the jeep following behind and to their left. “You can’t be serious!” 
 “Just watch and learn, boys.” She slowed to let the other jeep move ahead, and that’s when Giovanni saw what Luke was yelling about.  
 One of the Resistance fighters on the jeep in the back had pulled out what looked like a rocket launcher, but with two green lines on its side. He was aiming at the wall.  
 “Holy shit, that’s one of the Syndicate’s!” Giovanni shouted. “How the hell did we get that?”  
 “Black ops,” Calee replied. “And a bit of luck.”  
 The weapon glowed green on the stripes, and then, with a sucking sound followed by a KA-BOOM, flames shot out as a series of rockets propelled outward and toward the wall, zooming around each other until they hit with successive explosions.  
 Calee floored it, driving closer and closer to the gate. As the smoke cleared, Giovanni realized that while the explosion had made holes in the wall, they weren’t large enough for the jeep.  
 And still the jeep shot toward the wall,  
 “AGAIN!” she ordered as she made the motion.  
 “There isn’t time!” Giovanni shouted, just as the automatic guns on the wall registered their arrival and started aiming in as sirens blared from above. A warning message sounded in Spanish, and lights on the guns turned red.  
 “FUCK ME!” Luke shouted, and Giovanni couldn’t help but think how under different circumstances he would love to hear those words.  
 He joined in with a scream, and then the guns opened fire as the jeep behind started shooting at the guns. Bullets were flying, but the jeep went faster and faster, and then they were at the wall— 
  BOOM!  
 They slammed into it hard, knocking out the section of the wall where the explosions had hit it and screeching to a halt on the other side. A group of workers in hard hats rose from their tables nearby a construction site, not fifty feet off.  
  The other jeeps followed through the wall. Calee revved the engine to lead the way, but it sputtered off. The front of the jeep had taken the damage, and Giovanni was more surprised that they weren’t dead than that the jeep wasn’t working.  
 “Hop in, quick!” one of the resistance fighters said, motioning them over.  
 Giovanni darted over and scooted in next to the woman in the back, then glanced back to see Luke join him while Calee stripped the jeep of some weapons she had stashed. She ran over, threw them in, and squeezed in the third jeep. Their van came behind them, and then the sound of more gunshots.  
 What had been a dust cloud was now two Humvees and several jeeps like their own, but with armed assailants on the other side.  
 “Go!” Luke shouted.  
 The woman next to Giovanni reached under the seat and pulled out a rifle, turning and aiming in at their pursuers. As fast as their jeep would carry them, they careened across the desert, occasionally firing shots until the pursuers pulled back.  
 “Why’d they stop?” Giovanni asked.  
 “The wall’s their territory,” Luke explained. “They get caught by the Syndicate this far north, they’ll be in serious shit.”  
 “If they aren’t with the Syndicate then, what, they sold out their own kind?” 
 Luke nodded. “Lots of that going around nowadays, or so I’m told.” 
 They drove past a ravine on their right, and the sun emerged from behind billowing clouds, casting bright shadows across the desert. Giovanni had been doubtful, but at least this part of the trip had been successful. No casualties, unless he counted the jeep.  
 He leaned back, scrunched between the woman and Luke, and closed his eyes.
 




Chapter Twenty: The Descent

   
 Quinn had her eyes closed as the glider throttled and blasted down toward the surface of the Earth. Her thoughts turned to everything that had transpired over the last several days.  
 She began to think about how the invasion had played out. What would Earth look like? Who would be left? How would they be received by the survivors? Her eyes opened and strayed to the Syndicate armor now protecting her, and she realized if they were greeted at all, it would likely be at the end of a gun. 
 Her eyes skipped from the faces of the Marines she knew and had served with, Milo, Hayden, Renner, to those she didn’t. A motley assortment of twenty-six men and women, some soldiers, some Marines, others covered in what might be prison ink, their mouths set in perpetual sneers.  
 All had been offered the same deal, fight for the Syndicate and live, or refuse and take a trip to the med bay where your brain would be wiped clean. The twenty-six ranged in age from early-twenties to mid-forties, and if there was anything about them that gave solace to Quinn, it was that they looked like they’d been serious shit-kickers back on Earth.  
 Still, the fact that they’d been tossed together with very little instruction or formal training gave her chills. She felt petrified at the thought of the hastily assembled unit assaulting any position, let alone one manned by battle-hardened irregulars fresh off a scrape with the Syndicate war machine.  
 Once the glider had descended toward Earth’s upper atmosphere, Quinn slid down the outer visor on her helmet and powered up the HUD.  
 She watched a kaleidoscope of imagery and information blur past: her vital statistics followed by top-down, grayscale imagery of what she believed to be the ground below, coordinates and vectoring, illuminated paths and avenues of attack, ammunition supplies, hot-zones, and thermal imagery of everyone within a kilometer of the landing zone. Her eyes watered and her head swam as the data was downloaded and re-routed and sorted into something that she hoped would be usable.  
  Her eyes scanned the top-down footage of the ground below. Other gliders were already doing a circuit three thousand feet over the landing zone, the exact distance showing up as a transparent display on an altitude bar on the side of her HUD.  
 Quinn could make out the faintest hint of a mountain range and a wide sweep of what might be desert with what appeared to be a handful of buildings at its edge, there for an instant and then gone. She didn’t know the location, that information wasn’t provided, and she wondered, worried whether it was anywhere near where Samantha was.  
 She tapped a button on the side of her helmet, hoping that she’d cued something for communications. 
  “General Aames? Do you copy, sir?” 
  There was a crackle of static, and then the General’s voice was audible. 
  “Affirmative, Quinn.” 
  “I’m getting overloaded with info, sir,” Quinn said.  
  “That’s to be expected,” Aames said. “Mother is downloading the order of battle.” 
  “What’s the specific target, sir?” 
  “I’ll repeat what I said before. A resistance outpost,” Aames said.  
  “Begging your pardon, sir, but why even use us? Why not just nuke the whole area?” 
 “Because we’d lose our ability to recover the grail.” 
 She paused. This was the first time anyone had mentioned recovering something. “What might the grail be, sir?” 
  The general chuckled. “The grail is like porn, Quinn. You’ll know it when you see it.” 
 Quinn let her guard down for a second and shot a nervous glance at Milo. He looked like he wanted to reach out and comfort her, but they were strapped in. He winked instead and mouthed the words, “We’ll be fine.”  
 She frowned. At least it distracted her from her nerves.  
 She felt her sweaty palms inside the armor. Her eyelids were blinking and her breathing was arrhythmic. She was totally not ready for what was to come.    
 The harnesses rotated back, pulling the Marines up so that they were at an extreme angle, hanging directly over the flooring. Some of the Marines took offense at the angle and somebody, Quinn couldn’t tell who, retched inside his helmet.  
 She glanced at Milo, who was singing quietly to himself to calm his nerves while Renner was fighting with the communications on his helmet. Renner fancied himself an electronics savant, and Quinn saw that he had pried a section loose from his helmet. She saw him bend a few wires and strip a few more, before twisting them together and tapping a button. Renner’s voice boomed through every helmet in the glider. 
 “I’d like to thank everyone for being here today,” Renner said, to laughs. “The first of many expeditions back to Mother Earth.” 
 “Isn’t it weird that we’re the invaders now,” Quinn said.  
 “What if we’re not?” Milo asked. 
 There was muted laughter at this. 
 “I’m serious,” Milo added.   
 “Fuck off, Milo,” Quinn said, dismissing him. 
 “Hear me out on this one. What if things are gonna be better off now? What if bad leadership and self-interest totally failed to make life better down below? We all remember how it was. How nothing could ever really be accomplished because there was so much bullshit. Maybe these Syndicate jokers are the good guys in some weird way. Maybe it’s time to restore a little law and order to the misguided.” 
 “I’m pretty sure that’s exactly what Hitler said after he took office,” Quinn said. 
 “Stifle that shit,” General Aames muttered.  
 Quinn and the others were jolted as the glider rotated. Next came the hiss of depressurization as Quinn gaped out the window to see the outline of Earth. She stared at the continents and oceans, finding it difficult to imagine such a beautiful place torn asunder by conflict and war. The glider trembled for several seconds as the Marines waited for the assault craft to rotate into position, a robotic voice audible in their helmets:  
 “The countdown is commencing … ten, nine, eight …” 
 Milo started humming to himself, trying to stay calm. “This little piggy went to market…”  
 The robotic voice continued:  “Five, Four ...”  
 Milo tried to finish his ditty. “This little piggy went—”  
 There was a burst of static, and then Quinn saw Renner tapping the side of his helmet again as AC/DC’s “Highway To Hell” began playing. 
 “How the hell did you do that?” Quinn asked. 
 Renner could be seen grinning through his visor.   
 “I got game, Sarge.”  
 The launch doors below the Marines heaved open, and before anyone could utter a scream, the Marines were violently shot out into space like missiles, heading on a collision course with Earth. 
 Quinn’s stomach heaved as she plummeted down into the nothingness of low-Earth orbit. Before she could react, however, gravity reached up and grabbed her wrists, and she was shooting down through the sky like a meteor.   
 She could hear Milo over the comms, humming to himself, “This little piggy went…” but soon he was out of breath and unable to complete the rhyme even as the AC/DC song continued to blare. 
 Quinn had completed a parachute drop course back in the Corps, but nothing could prepare for the impact of space-diving down toward the ground at five hundred miles per hour. It felt like she was somehow swimming without touching the water. The pressure began to build around her temples, and Quinn was terrified that she was going to black out.  
 She stuck out her hand to press it against her temple and relieve the pressure, but her hand was yanked back and Quinn with it. Her body contorted into a fetal ball as she spiraled down through the sky. 
 “GRAB YOUR LEG!” Milo shouted over the comms. 
 With much effort, Quinn’s right hand ratcheted out and grabbed her boots. This allowed her to reposition her body until she was able to bend back and face down.  
 “FOLD YOUR ARMS AGAINST YOUR SIDES!” Milo shouted again. 
 Quinn did, and the pressure on her forehead subsided as Milo sliced past her, a grin on his face as he led the way down. 
 “CHRIST, QUINN, WE CAN’T TAKE YOU ANYWHERE!” 
 She mustered a smile and focused on the ground visible down beneath, the air whipping past her, rolling over the contours of her body like a wave.   
 “Check it!” Renner screamed, and Quinn looked over, watching him do a variety of acrobatic moves, seemingly unaffected by the turbulence of the descent.   
 The ground was rushing up to greet the Marines, and now Quinn could see the faintest outline of the landing zone below, tucked in an immense desert dotted with rocky outcroppings and what might be a small city off to her right.   
 The same robotic voice as before came over comms. “Engage Reverse Rockets.”  
 Quinn studied her HUD and followed the directions, keying a button on the side of her armor as an electrical current spasmed in her boots. Instinctively she clenched her toes, and this movement forced a burst of energy from her boots that affected her positioning. In seconds, Quinn realized she was able to control her movement and rate of descent merely by the positioning of her toes. There was some kind of rocket or mechanical device planted in the boots that would enable her to land safely. A ghost of a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. The Syndicate had thought of everything.   
  “Okay, you ugly, worthless, jerks,” General Ames said over the comms. “Our mission is a simple one:  protect cooperative humans and suppress the resistance. You are here to serve the Syndicate and save the Earth from those who’d wage a war that’s already been lost. Focus on the goal and do not deviate from it, or I promise you will be cast down into a lake of fucking fire!”  
 General Aames paused, then shouted. “Time to play. Slow your roll!”  
 Quinn and the others keyed the reverse rockets in their boots, slowing their descent.  
 The squadron, with land in sight, shot one last burst of energy from their reverse rockets as they neared the ground.  
 “Deploy ‘chutes,” Aames said.  
 Quinn and the others pulled their ripcords and sailed through the air toward the dust of the landing zone as General Aames shouted. 
 “LOCK IT UP, MARINES! IT’S TIME TO DO BATTLE!”  
 




Chapter Twenty-One: Black Sunshine

   
 Landing with a terrific thud, Quinn steadied herself and went with the momentum, sliding to a halt and stirring up dirt and grime.  
 A glider shuddered and landed next to them. Red lights on the roof turned green, the glider’s rear dock lowered, and Marines poured out in a formation, protecting the scientists among them.  
 Hayden barked out orders to regroup, and the Marines rushed into formation.  
 In the rear, Cody stayed behind with General Aames and several advisors. They were positioned on swivel chairs in front of a battery of computer equipment, like drone pilots, but for humans.  
 Swirling dust clouded Quinn’s vision as she  pushed forward, crowded together with the others. The madness of the conditions were largely muffled by her battle helmet, but Quinn was still reeling, the enormity of the situation weighing on her. She stumbled into Hayden.  
 “You got your claws sharpened, Sergeant?” he asked her. 
 She just stared at him, his face inscrutable under the helmet’s visor. 
 “What the fuck are we doing here, Gunny?” she asked.  
 “Come again?” 
 “You heard me. What are we doing down here? Assassins for the goddamn invaders.” 
 Hayden grabbed Quinn and motioned for her to remove her helmet so that nobody else could hear them. He removed his helmet first, then Quinn followed, the wind blasting grit into her hair, her eyes, her mouth.  
 “You start acting the fool and asking questions that weren’t meant to be asked, and you’re gonna get us all killed,” Hayden said, over the howl of the wind.  
 “We’re already dead, aren’t we? I mean, they’re never gonna let us go.” 
 “That’s some straight-up bullshit, Quinn. You think I like the idea of maybe killing some of our own people? Hell no. But we done it before. Anytime we went into combat we were ghosting people that weren’t that different from us. You know why we done it?” 
 “We were following orders?” 
 He shook his head. “We did it for each other and because the people we went up against were the enemy. Same as now. We got a job to do and out there are people who are gonna try and stop us. We can’t let that happen, so we pull our big boy pants up and we do what needs doing. You copy that?” 
 She nodded even though it still didn’t make sense. But she didn’t have a choice. If she didn’t do as the Syndicate commanded, if she didn’t fight … she died. No last farewell with her daughter, no holding her hand in hers telling her she loved her. Simply dead.  
 She slid her helmet back on, as did Hayden, the two pushing forward with the others, refusing to back down. If the resistance fighters wanted to go up against them, knowing full well that Quinn and the others were part of the assault and that they had no choice, well, then Hayden was right. Under the brutal rules that governed combat, they’d ceased to be humans. They were just the enemy now. .  
 Horns sounded, and Quinn shuffled into the sand as four armored, multi-terrain Thunderhead vehicles loaded with weapons and gear were driven off the glider by other Marines. She was glad she wasn’t inside the armored vehicles. That would be the first thing any legitimate resistance fighters would target.  
  Quinn, Hayden, Milo, Renner, and the other Marines stopped near a cropping of rocks at the outer edges of the landing zone and looked out over the horizon. Information flashed across the top of Quinn’s helmet HUD. She could see that the landing zone was situated in a remote area in southern New Mexico.  
 They were perhaps twenty miles from the wall that once separated the United States from Mexico. The wall had been built hundreds of years before, and then firebombed and built again only to be destroyed by the cross-border raids that resulted after Texas seceded from the Union some thirty years earlier.  
 The ground underfoot was sandy and studded with scrub, forming a kind of natural trail that rose to a series of sand dunes. Beyond the dunes, stretching from the desert floor to the heavens, was a mammoth curtain of dust.  
  “A Haboob,” Quinn said, under her breath. 
 “Excuse you,” Renner said with a grin, looking over from the side of a Thunderhead he’d caught a ride on.  
 “Haboob is just a fancy word for a dust storm,” Milo said. 
 “Black roller,” Quinn added, searching the heavens. “It’s a little different.” 
 She pointed, and the Marines could see sickles of what looked like lightning in the middle of the storm. 
 “Used to see those all the time in Arizona,” Quinn said. “Super-charged. They can sometimes short out electrical equipment.” 
 “I’m sure the Syndicate’s already planned for that,” Renner said, with a sarcastic smirk.  
 Quinn could use a little less of his snark this moment. A little support, that’s all. That’s what she needed now. To be reassured that everything was worth it and maybe they wouldn't be forced to do anything against their will.  
 Quinn cued her helmet. 
 “You copying this, General?” 
 “Copy it? Hell, we ordered it up.” 
 “Suboptimal conditions,” Milo said, holding out his hand to catch a few particles of grit that was now falling in sheets. 
 “For the enemy,” the general countered. “They don’t have our tech. They’ll be operating blind. We won’t.” 
 Quinn looked over at Hayden, who nodded. 
 “Saddle up, Marines. Direct orders from General Aames.” 
 “Direct orders?” Quinn asked.  
 “Not all orders are broadcast out to every HUD. Some are direct. Part of the Syndicate’s compartmentalization to protect parts of the mission that could compromise the Syndicate’s mission to find the grail,” Hayden said. “And please don’t ask me what the ‘grail’ is. The General’s words. Not mine.”  
 Quinn turned away from the others, lifted her visor, and popped one of the Black Sunshine pills into her mouth. She expected instant euphoria, but instead tasted only the capsule’s grains as it dissolved and tumbled down the back of her throat.  

Cody was full of shit, she thought, climbing onto the back of a Thunderhead as it peeled off.  
 *** 
 The Thunderheads rumbled up and over the dunes and into the outer fringes of the dust storm. The lights on the vehicles were out and the grit from the storm blocked most of the day’s remaining light, creating a kind of permanent twilight. 
 The Marines drove into the storm, Quinn hanging on for dear life as her Thunderhead bucked and heaved. She felt dizzy and wondered whether the drug was taking effect. She looked out into the dust and flinched when she spotted ghostly forms, vaguely humanoid, that seemed to be surfing on the sand. She blinked, and the forms morphed into long strands of light. 
 Quinn’s eyes jitterbugged. She looked down, and the sand itself began to shift and reorder itself into a writhing mass of snakes. Quinn flinched, blanketed by the snakes that slithered over everything until all that was visible was the reflection of her eyes, deep set and widening inside her helmet. 
 And then as quickly as they had appeared, the snakes were gone and a retina-searing light built, as if the Aurora Borealis had descended and enveloped her. Quinn’s mouth pulled back in a silent scream as a tsunami of light swept over her. 
 Teetering on unconsciousness, Quinn rapidly opened and closed her eyelids, realizing she was hammered on Black Sunshine. She closed her eyes again, cutting the visual distractions and the light, and her hallucinations ended, replaced with a feeling of…  
 Geezus, what was it? Awareness. She had never felt so aware of her surroundings in all of her life. She could hear every breath of her fellow Marines, every inhale and exhale and whispered word. She could discern distances even without the aid of her helmet, could detect which way the Thunderhead would maneuver before the driver did. 
 One eye opened, then another. Quinn reached down and stroked the barrel of her rifle, feeling the cold metal as she measured her breaths. Her nostrils curled up. They were close to their target. She could smell it. 
 Hayden whistled and the Thunderheads ground to a stop on a bluff that overlooked a wide valley. The storm still shrouded the land, but Quinn could see a warren of one- and two-story buildings down below, maybe a half mile away.  
 “We move out on foot,” Hayden said. 
   
 *** 
   
 The Marines slogged through the dirt and dust on the other side of the bluff, hitting the edge of a ghost road. They moved across the middle of the road, the pavement broken with potholes the size of cars. There was no sign of life in any direction, the moonscape eerily silhouetted by the falling dust.  
 The road soon turned to dirt, the Marines maneuvering past the ruinous remains of a desert church, a plaque outside still holding letters that read “Jesus Is My Rock And That’s How I Roll.”  
 Quinn smiled at this, listening to the rhythms only she could hear in the howling wind. She turned and followed after the others, feeling the muscles tighten near the small of her back and the area where her calves met her hamstrings.  
 Black Sunshine coursed through her veins. She could feel it like the heated drip of an IV bag, worming through her neuromuscular system, supercharging everything. She was running without effort, overtaking the men, dropping down into a zone she’d never experienced before. She was supremely at ease and confident about whatever lay ahead. Her brain was on overdrive, as if it were rebooting itself after some unusually lengthy period of dormancy. She felt powerful and calm at the same time, and paused to look out over the battle. 
 And that’s when it happened. 
 One of the others, one of the rabble lumped in with Quinn and the Marines, tripped a wire. A ten-cent piece of metal wire hooked to a hidden flare streaked up into the sky and burst red, illuminating the village that lay at the other end of the broken road. 
 There was a moment of silence, and then the world seemed to disappear in a fireball of orange and red.  
 




Chapter Twenty-Two: Incoming

   
 Quinn sensed the incoming rockets before they hit, grabbing Milo and shoving him sideways as a blast tore through the road. The heat from the explosion rippled across her visor, and she watched as two other Marines were hit full force by the blast, vanishing in a spray of red. Hayden was visible in the distance, waving his arms, shouting for everyone to return fire. 
 Scoping the area ahead, Quinn could see the shadowy forms of the resistance fighters ducking behind buildings and running across rooftops. Gunfire rang out in sync with countless mortar rounds. It felt like they were surrounded by a full Earth Marine Division, but her heightened sense kicked in, and she could tell fog of war was deceiving her senses, kicking fear into high gear. From her spiked awareness, she could clearly perceive the resistance fighters firing from spread out positions to make it appear they were much larger in number.  
 With newfound confidence, Quinn heaved herself forward, and in seconds was leading a charge toward the village, taking incoming fire from the roofs of the nearest buildings. Sabots and old-fashioned bullets hissed and whined and kicked up the dirt between Quinn’s legs. She heard some of her fellow Devil-Dogs cry out in pain, evidently hit, but she didn’t stop. She couldn’t. 
 She danced between the rounds and plucked a ballistic grenade from her tac vest, throwing it toward the closest roof. The grenade spiraled through the air and landed. The concealed sniper spotted the grenade and ran, and Quinn shot him down. 
 The grenade fireballed, sending debris into the air. Quinn used the debris as cover, backpedaling across a berm and taking aim at the snipers on another roof. She brought the snipers down with a burst from her rifle, their tactical vests drenched in blood. Quinn waved the other Marines forward to follow her. 
 She zigzagged down a road that bisected the two sides of the village. Renner and Milo caught up and ran alongside her, Renner lobbing grenades from his launcher that set several of the one-story hovels afire. 
 Out of the fiery destruction of one building emerged a machine, what looked like a tank atop a set of girder-like legs. Quinn saw the human controller ensconced inside a reinforced compartment atop the drone, and realized it was a Resistance weapon of war.  
 The thing looked like it had been built from a patchwork of material pried from buildings and military machines, but the dual cannons on its turret, over which a set of white vampire fangs had been painted, were large and wide and terrifying to look at.  
 The battle drone rumbled forward. Its dual cannons rotated, spitting fire.  
 “TAKE COVER!” Quinn screamed.   
 The explosive rounds from the manned drone chewed up the ground and laid waste to the area around Quinn and Renner, who dove behind an earthen embankment. She heard the pneumatic hiss of the drone as it tramped forward, and she rolled over and fired at the machine, but her rounds bounced off the armored turret. 
 One of the other Marines ran off to her right. The drone turned and fired, and the Marine was vaporized. 
 “Fuck this!” Renner said, rising. 
 He fired a shot from his grenade launcher that burst in front of the drone, tearing through the ligatures that ran up one of the thing’s metal legs.  
 Impacted by the explosion, the human controller lost the ability to precisely pilot it. The drone churned wildly in every direction, opening fire at anything that moved. 
 “Now you've really pissed it off!” Quinn screamed. 
 Renner fired again and blew the top off the bullet-resistant compartment, killing the human controller. But the machine didn’t stop, rampaging across the battle zone as Quinn signaled for the others to open fire.  
 The Syndicate Marines rose and blasted the battle drone, eventually striking a fuel line as the construct went up in flames. 
 In seconds, the Marines were running past the drone that continued to flail, still on fire, eerily silhouetting the road ahead. Quinn dashed past, feeling the warmth from the battle drone as it caught fire in full and exploded.   
 Soon, the Marines were in the center of the village, picking their way past machines and the twisted wreckage from what looked like a Syndicate bombing run. Renner was out in front of everyone, dancing between the bullets. 
 Quinn watched as he fired his rifle with his left hand while tossing a grenade with his right. The explosion rocked a resistance hiding spot, and Renner turned back to the others and shouted.  “The water’s fine!” 
 WHAM! 
 A bullet from a sniper blasted a hole in Renner’s stomach. He staggered and looked down at the hole as Quinn screamed for the others to fire. 
 The Marines emptied out their guns as Quinn raced down the street and dropped to the ground alongside Renner. His face was beginning to turn white and blood seeped from his nostrils.   
 “Is it bad?” 
 “Hate to break it to you, Renner, but most of your stomach is gone,” she whispered. 
 “Don’t beat around the bush, Quinn. Is it bad or what?” he replied, wheezing, a smirk still on his lips.   
 Quinn reached in her pocket, pulled out the Lazarus syringe and broke its clear housing on the hard ground. She plunged the syringe into Renner’s neck, and almost instantly the color began returning to his face. Quinn’s eyes were wide as she watched the ragged flesh around Renner’s wound close up in seconds. The blood was still there but the flesh was intact, and already Renner was feeling the spot with his hand and grinning.  
 “You just cannot keep a good fucking man down,” he said. 
 Renner rose and shot down the sniper who’d nearly ended his life. Quinn grabbed him and pulled him to the right, the other Marines following into the shell of a large building beside a trench. Inside, the Marines hit the ground and rolled over, out of breath and running dangerously low on ammunition.  
 The wounded were tended to as the Marines glanced through holes in the building. Quinn scanned the schematic on her HUD as General Aames and Cody relayed information to Hayden. 
 “How far?” someone asked. 
 “Down the road and to the right is a stone structure,” Milo said. 
 Quinn could see it on her HUD, along with the thermal images of dozens, if not hundreds, of resistance fighters scurrying to take up positions. 
 “Getting hairy out there, sir,” Hayden said. “We’ve got seven fallen and beaucoup walking wounded.” 
 “Mother says you’ve got three minutes before your position is overrun,” came the general’s response. 
 Looks were shared and ammunition divvied up, and then Hayden rose and signaled for the Marines to charge. 
 They burst out of the building and were met by a flurry of rocket and small arms fire. The building to their right imploded as shells and high-energy rounds ripped into the ground. Quinn watched a round cave in the face of an unlucky Marine just next to her, carrying a Hafnium ground-to-ground missile launcher. 
 Quinn hoisted the launcher from the fallen Marine’s clenched hands, then wheeled and fired at a pocket of resistance troops who were taking cover inside what looked like an old, metal warehouse. The structure vanished in a greasy, orange fireball, the resistance fighters staggering out into the street, on fire, only to be cut down by the Marines. 
  Hayden screamed and the Marines followed him, racing down through the village as shells and sabots snapped and popped off stone walls, the dust from the storm mixing with smoke to create a whirlwind that was almost impossible to see through. 
  Quinn and her comrades ran a gauntlet of ragged incoming fire, covering their heads as rounds from unseen snipers burst all around them. They could see the target coming up fast, a squat, stone building protected by a machine gun nest and a half dozen resistance fighters. The machine gun was positioned on a tracked turret-drone and opened fire as soon as the Marines appeared. 
  One Marine was winged in the leg and another’s head was taken off, but the others dove behind a junked car. Quinn looked over at Milo and pointed across the street. “I run, you shoot,” she said.  
 “You won’t make it,” Milo said. 
 “Then I’ll run, you shoot,” Quinn said.  
 Milo tensed up. He froze. Quinn got it. She did. Shooting humans, albeit, to stay alive, wasn’t something she wanted to do anymore than him. But they had no choice. Not if she wanted to see her daughter again. Cooperate and live and keep other cooperative humans alive. It’s how the Syndicate operated. But Milo wasn’t having it.  
 “Can’t do it,” he said. “They’re innocent.”  
  “It’s our best chance,” Quinn said.  
 “But they’re fighting for us,” Milo argued.  
 “Is it better to fight for a lost cause, or try something else until you find a method that works?” Quinn asked. “We have to stay alive and find a way to fight back that makes a difference. What they’re doing is suicide and besides, they’re the enemy.”  
 Milo lifted his rifle, but hesitated. “What the fuck are we doing? Are we really doing this?”   
 “We’ll get our shot at revenge,” Quinn said.  
 “Will we?”  
 Quinn ignored his question and wormed behind the car as bullets thudded into it. She could feel the muscles throbbing in her legs as she dropped her rifle and pulled out a sidearm, a large-barreled pistol that had been loaded with what Cody said were white phosphorous incendiary rounds.  
  Quinn juked sideways and ran across the street, drawing fire as she lurched inside a misshapen twist of buildings. Keeping low, she rolled under a window and peeked out. The drone was rotating toward her, so she raised her pistol and fired a round that set the machine gun nest on fire. 
  The resistance fighters went up in flames, allowing Hayden, Milo and the others to advance. Quinn joined them, kicking through the window and running down the street, guided by the schematic in her HUD. 
  She entered the stone building and fired another shot from her pistol, catching a female resistance fighter in the chest. The blast tossed her back against a wall. Quinn watched, her throat tightening as the woman screamed, trying to stifle the flames that soon consumed her. The woman’s body jerked and twitched and then fell silent as Quinn stood there, overpowered by the assault, sensing that the effects of the Black Sunshine were beginning to ebb. 
  Looking back up, she navigated down a staircase, the other Marines behind her. She met a landing and took a right. At the end of a corridor was a door made of faceless metal with no handles. 
  Quinn shot at the door, smashing it open as the resistance fighters hiding behind startled and shouted in anger and shock. The other Marines dropped and fired around Quinn as if she were a jutting rock in a lake, leveling the resistance fighters who ticked and clicked and crumpled to the ground in a bloody heap.  
  The room on the other side of the door was no larger than a convenience store. A bank of computers lined one wall, shelves laden with food and munitions against another. And in the middle of the space was a vault, a square of steel ribbed by titanium rods centered with an elaborate time-lock. Quinn knew at first glance that was the object they’d come for.  
  Hayden and the others moved to it, shooting off the time-lock and opening the vault to reveal a translucent holder the size of a cell phone. Inside the holder was an electronic device that buzzed and glowed with a strange, yellow light.  
  “We got what we came for, boys and girls, we have secured the grail,” Hayden said, radioing in to General Aames and Cody, who congratulated the team. 
  Quinn could hear Cody instructing the team on where the extraction was to occur as she squatted on the other side of the room. Her eyes were fixed on something none of the other Marines had noted before. 
  It was a small, silver object the shape and size of a water bottle, and it lay near the outstretched fingers of a dead resistance fighter. There was an open rucksack near the dead fighter, and Quinn surmised that the man had been trying to stash the silver object away when he was killed. 
 Quinn slipped in close and peered down. She cocked her head, intrigued by the silver object, horse-shaped, but with a human pulling back a bow and arrow. It was a centaur, like the Sagittarius symbol. 
 She grabbed the object, analyzing the strange markings on its side. Whether it was the aftereffects of the drug or intuition, she had the strong sensation that she should not share her find with the other Marines. She placed it inside a pouch that dangled on the back of her armor.  
 Hayden whistled for the Marines to retreat, and everyone filtered through a rear door. They were met by the B-team, the other prisoners and aliens, including Larry, whose battle armor was blackened. 
 “You encounter any resistance?” Hayden asked. 
 Larry nodded and held up his hands, which were slicked red with human blood. 
 “We need dustoff asap,” Hayden said.  
 Quinn watched one of the aliens tap its battle helmet, raising the mother ship.  
 She looked up, and soon the sky was filled with several gliders that dropped down through the dust like spiders on a string. 
 Quinn waited next to Larry, who was clucking his mouth and making guttural sounds. Larry’s eyes rotated over to her, and Quinn caught a look. 
 “You found what you came for?” he asked. 
 Quinn nodded. 
 “But you also found something else, didn’t you?” 
 She shook her head, and Larry’s mouth parted in what she assumed was a smirk. 
 The gliders landed and the bay doors descended. Quinn and the other Marines filtered into the assault craft and were quickly whisked up into the air.   
   
 




Chapter Twenty-Three: Underground Vegas

   
 Giovanni had no idea how long they had been driving or how long he had been asleep. Images assaulted his mind, thoughts of red-clad Syndicate soldiers, of fellow Marines falling dead all around him, and of his hopeless struggle. He wished they were just dreams, but he knew better. 
 Raising his head off of Luke’s shoulder, he quickly wiped saliva from the corner of his mouth and looked around, groggily. 
 The road was long and narrow, falling apart in places out here in the desert, largely abandoned over the years. Large cities like Tokyo and New York had been built up to the extent that some apartment buildings rose hundreds of floors into the sky, and even a few luxury condos had been constructed on asteroids in orbit, but areas like this were largely abandoned. Who wanted to live in the arid deserts with the temperatures growing hotter every year?  
 “Water,” he said, realizing how dry his mouth was with that thought.  
 “Here you go, bud,” Luke said, pulling a canteen from under his seat. “Not much left, but we’re almost there, so we should be fine.”  
 “Almost there?” Giovanni asked, as he put the plastic to his lips and felt the warm water on his tongue. He swished it around a bit and then noticed Luke watching him. 
 “What?”  
 “Look for yourself,” he said, and nodded ahead. 
 They had just come over a bit of a hill. Giovanni hadn’t noticed because he was still mostly slumped back in the seat, and the chairs before him blocked the view. But now that he sat up, the sight took his breath away.  
 This wasn’t the Vegas he had seen in old, cover-worn books. Instead, an oasis rose before him, once beautiful in its luxury resort status, now one of the last cities untouched by the Syndicate. An island in the desert of capital enterprise. Tall buildings, one shaped like a pyramid, another like a castle, were surrounded by tall trees, lush gardens and lakes, in what had likely been the largest irrigation project in history. And all for this luxury resort.  
 Not to feed the homeless or support population growth in India, which had lately bloomed to twice that of China. Nope, it was to feed the habits of gambling and the rising legal red light districts of Vegas. 
 According to Calee and Luke, the Syndicate had mostly made its move on big cities and areas with natural resources. Whatever equipment they were using must not have required what Vegas had to offer.  
 Nobody had any doubt that the Syndicate would make their move eventually, though, since they were conscripting civilians too. So the idea was to get in, rendezvous with other Resistance teams, recruit as many as possible, and get back on the road. 
 “Beautiful, ain’t she?” Calee said. “Came here once a couple years back, and paid for a year in college.” 
 “Gambling woman, huh?” Giovanni shook his head. “Never had any luck at that myself.”  
 “Forget gambling,” she said. “I took full advantage of men crazy enough to part with cash for a little fun.” 
 Giovanni turned to her in shock. “You’re saying…” 
 “Yes, I am. But I only went for the hot ones. The ones I woulda boned regardless, so figured why not make a little money at the same time.” 
 “Classy, Calee,” Luke said, leaning over and shaking his head with a grin. “Real classy.” Then he leaned in close to Giovanni and said, “She’s only messing with you.” 
 “Maybe I am, maybe I’m not,” Calee said, laughing and throwing her hair back. “Point is, who’re you to judge me whether I’m a bit of a whore or a bit of a liar?” 
 Giovanni frowned and shook his head, not taking the bait. Better to just let people like this play their games by themselves, in his opinion. 
 “Your friend’s still no fun,” Calee said, to Luke. “Thought you would have rubbed off on him by now.”  
 “I think he’ll be fun,” Luke said, “when fun means killing Syndicate and saving our planet.” 
 She nodded approvingly. “Okay, I think we can work with that. But you’re gonna have to want something soon, instead of moping around like the world’s ended and there’s nothing left to look forward to. Or I’m gonna take you out before the SCUDs get a chance.” 
 Giovanni shrugged. “Sure. I’ll find a hobby or something soon. Promise.”  
 “Better,” Calee said. “Your name’s Italian, right?”  
 “Second generation, but I don’t even like Italian food if I’m being honest.”  
 “Only been to Italy once,” Calee said. “To study abroad.”  
 Giovanni frowned, and looked to Luke for a reprieve.  
 Luke twirled his finger in a circle next to his ear and mouthed, crazy.

 Giovanni forced a laugh. “Trust me, I’m the last one to judge about something like that.”  
 Calee’s eyes went wide and she leaned forward to look at Luke, then nodded toward Giovanni. He could feel his cheeks redden by the second.  
 “Calee, we’ve talked about boundaries,” Luke said. “Now’s one of those times.”  
 She pursed her lips and rolled her eyes, leaning back and looking away from them. “Here I am stuck with the two most boring of all Resistance fighters. This war will be so … incredibly … fun.”  
 “Pretty sure wars aren’t supposed to be fun,” Giovanni said to Luke, who nodded and leaned back to look out at the approaching city.  
 They drove in past tall palms and behind the Bellagio, past the replica of the Eiffel Tower and the one of the World Council Spire, tall and almost as majestic as the real one located in Brussels.  
 They pulled into a parking garage near the Luxor, then drove down three levels before stopping near the stairwell.  
 Now, in near darkness but for an orange light flickering nearby, the driver turned around and told them to wait. She hopped out and made for the stairwell door. After three quick knocks, she waited, glanced back, and lifted her hand again just as the door opened.  
 She spoke briefly to a person inside the door, motioned for the group to follow, and then disappeared into the stairwell.  
 “Ready for the time of your life?” Luke asked, as he hopped out of the jeep and offered Giovanni a hand out. 
 He took it and jumped over the side, followed closely by Calee.  
 “Thanks for the chivalry, dudes,” she said, with a hint of a smile, and led the way to the stairwell.  
 They went up the stairs and made their way into the lobby of a large hotel. By the look of surprise on his face, Giovanni could tell Luke was looking at a sight he certainly hadn’t expected.  
 Men and women were lined up, weapons in hand, training with fighting techniques. Others were sitting cross-legged in a semicircle around a tall man with a buzz cut, while several others were gathered around what looked like the red armor of a Syndicate warrior, analyzing it.  
 “They turned Vegas into a training ground?” he asked, stunned.  
 “You didn’t really expect to find gambling and whoring, did you?” Luke said, with a wink. “But no, for now that’s the deal, which is why we need to get everyone on the move. If the Syndicate attacks now, most of our forces would be wiped out.” 
 “Or maybe we’d actually stand a chance.”  
 Luke shook his head. “Not likely, not like this. Thing is, Gio, we need to find an advantage, or we’re doomed. What’s their weakness? Do they have one? If we don’t get answers to those questions soon … See ya, wouldn’t wanna be ya. Except … I am. Ya there is me, us.” 
 “Hence studying their armor,” Giovanni said, glancing over at the group again.  
 “Precisely.”  
 “So what’re we doing here again?”  
 Luke motioned to the far end of the room, where a separate room appeared to be a staging area. “That’s where we’ll find the folks we’re meeting up with.”  
 They headed over, and had just entered the room when someone shouted out, “No way, Giovanni, is that you?” 
 Giovanni glanced around, caught off guard, and saw a face he somewhat recognized, though couldn’t place the name. He was a few inches taller than Giovanni, with black hair combed almost straight up, as if to hide that it was thinning. Stubble covered his face, and he had large bags under his eyes.  
 “That is you!” the man said, snatching his hand up to shake it. “Holy cow, I mean, the Marines are teaming up with the Resistance now?” 
 “Oh, that’s where I know you,” Giovanni said, avoiding the man’s question. “When Quinn was seeing her daughter off, you were there, right? Was it … Michael?”  
 “Close, man. Close. Mackie.” 
 “You’re a resistance fighter now?” A sudden thought hit Giovanni before the guy could answer. “And what does that mean for the little girl?”  
 “Sammy, yes,” Mackie beamed. “She was safe last time I saw her. Tried to bring her here, but she marches to the beat of her own drum, if you know what I mean. Last I heard, she was holed up in some underground hideout, and it’s what keeps me here, knowing they have her and are keeping her safe. But there won’t be a they much longer if we don’t do our part.”  
 “And you’re hoping to see Quinn,” Giovanni said, with a wink. “I remember the way you were looking at her that day. Don’t tell me that thought didn’t go through your head.”  
 Mackie blushed, but looked around. “Is she here?” 
 “Sorry, mate.” Giovanni put a hand on the man’s shoulder, and could see by the look in his eyes that he caught on.  
 “Oh…” was all Mackie could get out.  
 “Taken by them, and likely dead,” Giovanni said.  
 Mackie shook his head. “If they took her, probably not. Haven’t you heard what they’re up to? Somehow they get these Marines to come back under their command and fight us.” 
 “No fucking way.”  
 “Way,” Luke said, appearing at Giovanni’s side. “It’s true, just verified it with the others. Looks like if we’re firing at the Syndicate, we’re firing against humans.” 
 The whole concept made Giovanni’s head spin. He had guessed they were humanoid, or humans of some sort, but his own people? His fellow Marines, turned against them? He couldn’t believe it.  
 “Come on,” Luke said, nodding Giovanni over. “Let’s grab some rest before the big trip.”  
 They said farewell to Mackie and wished him luck, then headed over to the others.  
 But Giovanni had just made up his mind. It wasn’t just about killing the Syndicate warriors anymore. It was about finding out if Quinn was up there, and making sure she knew that her daughter was still likely alive down here. She still had something worth fighting for.  
   
 




Chapter Twenty-Four: A Piece of the Truth

   
 Quinn wiped sweat from her brow. Her hair was plastered to her forehead as she leaned back inside the glider and lifted off her battle helmet. The air was tinged with the stench of refrigerant and sweat and the coppery odor of blood. Her ears hummed as the thrusters on the glider powered to max force, lifting her up into the stratosphere. She closed her eyes and leaned forward, nearly succumbing to a g-induced slumber. 
 “Don’t go to sleep on me,” Hayden said. 
 “Just resting my eyes,” she replied. 
 She opened her eyes and looked across the glider to see Larry the alien staring at her as if trying to solve a mystery he couldn’t quite wrap his head around. She looked away and back to Hayden.   
 “We were all moving in your wake down there,” he said. 
 A ghost of a smile danced on her face. 
 “You found a second gear,” Hayden added. 
  “I only know how to play the game at one speed.” 
 He smiled, then leaned in close. “You’re so far ahead of the curve that I figure I gotta ask how you see this whole thing ending.” 
 “Not well.” 
 “My sentiments exactly. Question is, how long do we have?” 
 She considered this, wishing she could just lean back and go to sleep. 
 “I think we’re like a pet to the Syndicate at the moment. Shiny and new and … useful. At some point we’ll cease to be useful.” 
 He nodded and sucked on his teeth. “We need a plan.” 
 “Working on it, Gunny.” 
 “Don’t wait too long,” he said.  
 She nodded as he leaned back, giving her space.  
 “It’s like that old song says,” Quinn whispered to Hayden. “Long as you’re grooving, there’s always a chance.” 
  “So groove on, kid. And don’t let us down,” he replied with a smile.  
 Quinn closed her eyes, feeling the form of the silver object hidden inside her jacket as
the glider torpedoed through the blackness of deep space, ferrying the Marines back to the Syndicate Mother Ship. 
 She awoke as the glider docked and the Marines were ushered off. They marched across an equipment bay, where humans and Syndicate soldiers appeared to be preparing for other missions. Quinn shared a look with a female soldier, apparently kidnapped just like the Marines. She had a deadeye stare as she helped load missiles into a munitions pod mounted on the underside of another glider.  
 Quinn wanted to call out to the woman, to ask where she was from and what unit she fought with, but what good would it have done? The past was past and the only thing that mattered now was finding a way to turn the tables on the Syndicate. With this thought in mind, Quinn turned away from the woman and marched through an inner airlock.  
 Cody had been waiting for the Marines in an interior operations anteroom. He rose and held up his hands, jittery and smiling.  
 “Hail the conquering heroes!” he shouted, in a slightly joking tone. 
 The Marines were road weary and in no mood for his BS, however well intentioned. Quinn watched the others shrug off their body armor, stow their gear and weapons, and slump to the ground. She was careful not to reveal the silver object hidden inside her tactical vest, so she carefully unsnapped her armor and left the vest on, seating herself against a wall and keeping the silver object out of sight. 
 “You guys kicked ass,” Cody said, standing before them. 
 “We lost nine good people,” Hayden said, and turned away. 
  “I already said a prayer for them.” 
  “Fuck your prayers,” Milo snapped. 
 Milo stood and looked like he was readying to throw a punch. Instead, he reached down to his open rucksack and pulled out the cell phone-sized object they had recovered on Earth. Milo made a move as to smash the device and Cody jumped forward, startled, as Milo smiled grimly and placed it in Cody’s hands. 
 “I hope it was worth it,” Milo said. 
 Cody nodded, trying to muster some false bravado.  
 “I just want to thank all of you for what you did,” Cody said. “The Syndicate thanks you.” 
 Renner looked over. “Does that mean we’re free to go?” 
 Cody traded a nervous look with him. “One day, maybe, when this is all over, we’ll all get to go back.” 
 “No offense, doctor, but that’s bullshit,” Hayden said, removing his compression shirt to reveal a muscular torso quilted with raised, scarified flesh. It looked like he’d been shot at least a half dozen times, sewn up, and then shot once more. 
 Hayden stood before Cody, dwarfing him by five or six inches and at least sixty pounds.  
 “Are we dismissed, sir?” 
 Cody nodded nervously. “Sure, yeah, that’s cool. There’s someone waiting outside to guide you back to your quarters.” 
 Cody gave a botched salute to Hayden, which the large man responded to with a profanity-laced mumble, motioning to the other Marines. They stood and exited the room. Quinn was the last to leave, the adrenaline having long left her body. Every muscle, every fiber in her frame ached as she hoisted her gear. 
 “I know a secret,” Cody said. 
 She squinted sideways at him. 
 “I know something about you,” Cody continued. 
 “Good for you,” she said, suppressing a shiver, the silver object feeling like a two-ton weight in her vest.  
 “You liked it, didn’t you.” 
 “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Cody.” 
 “The Sunshine, Quinn. I know you took it. I saw how you performed.”  
 “So what if I did? Why do you care?” 
 “I’m a doctor. Granted, a doctor of science, but still … I’m curious.” 
 “You’re a dealer.” 
 “Difference without a distinction, Quinn.” 
 She tapped her foot on the metal grating underfoot.  
 “I was watching you the whole time, Quinn.” 
 “Thanks, Big Brother.” 
 He smirked. 
 “You did well,” Cody said. “Actually, you were doing well before you took a little of the ol’ Sunshine, and then you started kicking serious ass.” 
 “I always kick ass, so unless you need something else…” She motioned to move past him.  
 But Cody shuffled back a little and stayed in her way.  
 “Look, both of us know you’d likely kick my ass in five seconds.” 
 “More like two,” Quinn said.  
 Cody swallowed hard. Quinn’s gaze smoked into his and he looked away, uncomfortable. 
 “Are we done here, Cody?” 
 “I’m not a bad guy, Quinn.” 
 “I’m pretty sure that’s what Hitler said to Marshal Petain.” 
 “What?” 
 “World War Two reference. Vichy regime in France. Look it up.” 
 “You a student of history, Quinn?” 
 “Milo is, but not me. I’m just well-versed in assholes.”  
 Quinn brushed past Cody and felt the silver object dislodge. She cursed and groped for it as it squirted free from the inside of her vest. Before Quinn could react, the object had hit the ground and spun to a stop in front of Cody. He lowered himself and grabbed the object, then held it up. 
 “Well, well. What’s this?” 
 Quinn didn’t immediately respond. 
 “Quinn?” Cody asked. 
 “I found it during the assault,” she answered. 
 “It’s contraband.” 
 “I wasn’t specifically briefed on that.” 
 Cody smirked and wedged the object into a pocket on his cargo pants. 
 “What are you gonna do?” she asked. 
 “Not a thing. This will be our little secret,” Cody said, with a wink. 
 *** 
 Seething, Quinn hustled after the other Marines, eventually catching up with them down one of the impossibly long corridors on the mother ship. Renner had cued up an old James Brown song, the music piping through a tiny speaker in his battle helmet that he carried like a football.   
 “We were wondering where you were,” Milo said. 
 “Please don’t tell me you were pleasuring the good doctor,” Renner said, grooving to the music. 
 “Fuck you,” Quinn shot back.  
 “Not me, him!” countered Renner, with a chuckle. 
 The Marines turned down into a side hallway, where they spotted Marin and a handful of Syndicate soldiers. 
 “Congratulations are in order,” Marin said.  
 “With all due respect, lady, we’re beat,” Renner said. “So if you’d kindly step aside, I’d like to listen to my music and cop some Z’s.”  
 “Of course,” Marin said, with a quick nod. “Follow me.” 
 She led the Marines down a staircase and through a secure, pressurized door to a circular room fitted with a few single beds and bunk beds. Piles of clothing and toiletries were situated near appliances holding food and liquids of various colors. 
 “What the hell happened to the other quarters?” Milo asked. 
 “There are multiple areas for rest on the ship,” Marin said. “I’m sure you will find these more than adequate,” she continued, sweeping her hand. 
 Quinn marched toward the beds as Marin nodded at her. 
 “The Potentate was well pleased by your performance today,” Marin said. 
 “It’s not a game,” Quinn said. 
 “Yes, it is,” replied Marin. “In a sense, all of us are pieces on a chessboard being manipulated by his hand.” 
 “Wow. You have truly gotten drunk on the fucking Kool-Aid,” Quinn replied.  
 Quinn brushed past Marin and gestured at the bunk at the rear of the room.  
 “Dibs on that one,” she said. 
 She trudged forward and collapsed on top of the bed, rolling over, looking at the ceiling. She noticed that the lighting had the effect of making everything, the ceiling, the walls, the floor, look the same. As if it was all one continuous piece of material that had been warped and bent to fit inside the mothership.  
 Quinn mentally blocked out the noise from the other Marines. Exhausted beyond all measure, she rolled over and fought for sleep, but it did not come easily. Instead, she saw images of incoming missiles and smelled the funk of gunpowder and burned flesh. She heard the explosions and felt the displacement in the air as ordnance flew past her head. Quinn rocked up in her bed, eyes going wide.  
 Unable to sleep, Quinn slipped off her bed and exited the sleeping quarters. She strolled by empty rooms and down impossibly long corridors.  
 The place was too goddamn quiet, she thought.  
 And the fact that she could just wander at will? On the one hand it made her suspicious, but on the other, where the hell was she gonna go?  
 She continued inching down the corridor, lights flickering on overhead. She heard footfalls off to her left and right down other corridors, along with snatches of conversation and the hushed whisper of unseen mechanical devices.  
 She reached a four-way intersection in the corridor and stopped.  
 That’s when she heard it. 
 What sounded like a cheer rising off to her right. 
 Heading toward the sound, Quinn saw light building at the end of the hallway. Voices were audible, grunts, the repetitive sound of what could have been flesh being slapped and pummeled.  
 The repetitive sound built as she turned a corner to see a small congregation of human prisoners she’d seen before, along with a few Marines, busily engaged in hand-to-hand combat. She watched as the fighters, mostly men but a few women, kicked and chopped at each other. Some were practicing defensive moves, while others were clearly on the offensive, charging around on an elevated mat, tackling and pinning their opponents.  
 A hand grabbed Quinn’s shoulder and she instinctively turned and swept her leg, bringing the figure behind her crashing to the ground. 
 Quinn spun around, balled fist ready to strike … 
 Cody. 
 The good doctor was on the ground, smiling nervously, hands up in front of his face in a gesture of submission. 
 “Cool your jets, Sergeant,” Cody said.  
 Quinn’s fist came down. She looked at Cody like he was an insect.   
 “Oh. It’s just you,” she said.  
 “Nice to see you too,” he remarked. 
 Quinn grabbed Cody’s wrist and pulled. He shot to his feet and danced around a bit. 
 “Out for an evening stroll?” he asked. 
 “Couldn’t sleep.” 
 “We’ve got things that can help with that,” Cody replied, with a knowing smile. 
 Quinn didn’t respond.  
 She spotted a pair of padded, non-lethal pugil sticks on the ground. Quinn hoisted one up and tossed the other to Cody. 
 “Hey, Quinn, I appreciate the mano-y-mano stuff, but I really was hoping to talk to you about—” 
 WHACK! 
 Quinn struck Cody across his left shoulder, knocking him back to the ground. 
 “What the hell, Quinn?” Cody cried out. 
 “Again,” Quinn replied. 
 Cody made a move to stand and again Quinn knocked him on his ass. 
 “You trying to kill me?” he yelled. 
 “You’d already be dead if I was,” she replied. 
 Cody struggled to his feet, swinging wildly at Quinn, who effortlessly ducked and avoided his strikes. Quinn lunged at Cody, then pulled back. She waited for Cody to strike and then worked him up around the head and shoulders.  
 Barely breaking a sweat, Quinn had Cody on his back, fumbling around like an overturned turtle. 
 “Say Aunt,” Quinn said, looking down at Cody, a tight smile on her face. 
 “Aunt! Aunt!” Cody shrieked. 
 Quinn dropped her stick and was turning away as Cody hustled to his feet and grabbed her shoulder. 
 “You got a death wish, Doc?” Quinn said. 
 “No, but I did want to talk to you,” Cody said, whispering. “I followed you here.” 
 “Why?” 
 “I’ve found something, and ...” Cody’s feverish eyes were everywhere. “If they see us interacting, Quinn—” 
 “Who?” 
 “Who do you think? The goddam Syndicate.” 
 Quinn shook her head, but Cody wouldn’t let up. “I think … I think I found a way to fight back.” 
 Quinn paused, trying to ascertain whether this was bullshit or something worse. A test maybe? A way for the Syndicate to see who was disloyal. Who was to say that Quinn hadn’t been injected with something that would immediately fry her brain or explode her heart if she agreed to go with Cody?  
 “If you are fucking with me, Cody, so help me God…”  
 She let her voice drift and waited for Cody’s eyes to show fear. They did.  
 “Show me,” Quinn said. 
 *** 
 Cody moved around inside an extraordinarily spacious lab, flipping switches and powering up air handlers and other devices that produced a symphony of white noise sounds. His eyes darted everywhere as he closed the entrance to the lab, checking and rechecking that the hatch was locked several times.   
 Quinn ranged around the room, inspecting the gear, the medical devices. Much of the equipment looked like it belonged to a pathology lab back on Earth. There were washing bays, blood cell counters, auto analyzers, hordes of centrifuges and strange looking alien microscopes, and an assortment of oddly colored liquids and gasses in glass containers. It was a scientist's wet dream. And in the middle of it all was a small platform with a raised, red button. 
 Quinn reached for the red button and Cody grabbed her arm. 
 “Don’t touch that.” 
 “Why not?” 
 “What are you? Five years old?” he asked. “That’s the lab plunger. You do that if there’s a fire or a sentinel event. Blows everything out a hatch and into space.” 
 She reached for a vial of purple liquid. 
 “Don’t touch that either. It’s concentrated neuromic acid. Derived from the urine of an extinct alien. It seeps through the skin and eats the victim from the inside out.”  
  “Look, Cody, your little science experiments and lab here are cute, but what the hell do you really want? 
 Cody glanced over at the silver object that Quinn had retrieved back on Earth. It sat on a long metal table. 
 “Have you told anyone about the temporal totem you reconned?” he asked.  
 “The what?”  
 “The silver object.”  
 “Oh,” she said. “No.” 
 “Did you tell anyone I gave you Black Sunshine?” 
 “No.” 
 “Good.” 
 “If this is some kind of weird sex thing, Cody—” 
 He waved his hand. 
 “Why would I mess with a woman who could kick my ass in five seconds?” 
 “Two seconds.” 
 Cody picked up the silver object, the temporal totem, and moved to a device that was unlike any Quinn had seen before. The object, which was the size of a coffin and amber in color, had an opening at one end. Eerie green light flowed out of a circular hole in a raised middle portion. The device was tethered by metallic tubes and piping to a series of what looked to Quinn like tablets or super computers.  
 “What is that thing?” Quinn asked. 
 “It’s a Syndicate scanner.” 
 “What does it scan?” 
 “Whatever you’ve got.” 
 Cody placed the temporal totem in the scanner. Quinn moved alongside the scanner, shadowing Cody, watching the machine thrum to life.  There was a burst of yellow light and then some unseen engine revved up, making a terrific whirring sound. 
 Quinn shielded her eyes as the eerie green light flashed yellow. A holographic image appeared out of the scanner, suspended in the silty light.  Instead of the image of a carved horse, Quinn saw a massive projection of the constellation Sagittarius. The image quickly enveloped the room. 
 Quinn stared at the image, which seemed to take up every inch of the lab.   
 “What is this? Fortune telling shit?” Quinn asked. 
 Cody shot a look at Quinn. “Don’t you realize what you’re seeing?” 
 “A little man playing astronomist.” 
 “It’s ‘astronomer’ by the way,” Cody said, pointing to the scanner. “Don’t you get that this is serious?”  
  “So explain it like I’m five,” she replied.  
 Cody ran a hand through his hair and nodded. “Okay, so the way this scanner works, at least the way it was explained to me, is it projects the likely path of an object, giving the Syndicate an advantage in weapons development. It’s sort of like collecting your social media likes and dislikes and compiling them together to figure out what you’re going to like in the future. Does that make sense?” 
 “Nope,” Quinn said, turning as Cody reached out and grabbed her arm. 
 “Do you know why I gave the Sunshine pills to you?” 
 “You wanted to get laid.” 
 “Screw you, Quinn, I’m being serious here.” 
 She hesitated, and Cody leaned in close to her. 
 “I gave you those pills because I saw something in you.” 
 “That’s cute.” 
 “No offense, but you’re not like Renner and Milo and the others. I could tell that the first time I saw you. And the pills, they change you. They break layers of patterned behavior and alter neural pathways and help you to discover cognitive modes you’ve never even dreamt of. I mean, the human body has been using the same software for hundreds of thousands of years, and whatever is in the pills, it changes all that. It allows you to hack yourself. You can feel the change, can’t you?” 
 Quinn definitely felt different, but couldn’t articulate precisely what had changed. 
 “I feel … something,” she said. 
 “‘Something’ is good. It means you are, for lack of a better word, awake. You’re beginning to see the truth, which means if you focus, you’ll understand what I’m telling you.” 
 Cody pointed to the Scanner.  
 “That thing over there is not projecting. It’s showing.” 
 Quinn blinked, and slowly recognition began flooding her gray matter. The pieces started to come together, and she realized that the temporal totem she’d found on Earth should have a likely projection, but it didn’t. It had a certain outcome. That meant one thing ... the object’s outcome had already happened.  
 “So it’s not from here?” Quinn asked. 
 “Not from here,” Cody chuckled. “Exactly. No. Certainly not, and here’s the kicker. I don’t think it’s from now.” 
 “What does that mean?” 
 “It’s a trick,” Cody said. “Sort of.” 
 “A trick,” Quinn said, baffled. “I think maybe you’re the one who’s been dropping some Sunshine.” 
 Cody chortled. “I wish. No, but this is important. Or at least it should be. Time travel shouldn’t be possible intuitively. Because whatever leads to time travel would cause a paradox where the person going back could change what had happened and not lead to time travel, creating a loop.” 
 No response from Quinn so Cody continued. “Grandfather paradox. You've probably heard of it, yet nobody can figure it out. But here’s the thing. What if … and I’m only spitballing here, but what if you could make a loud enough noise that it reverberates in every direction, forward and backwards? So loud that the past hears it?”  
 Quinn was silent. 
 “Earth to Quinn…” 
 “I’m processing, Cody.”  
 “What I’m trying to say is, the message is like an echo. It hit a wall. That wall is the past. Am I getting through to you?”  
 Quinn flinched at what seemed like condescension, but the truth was, Cody wasn’t being flippant at all. He was just a passionate scientist, geeking out over what he wanted to share with her. And Quinn was starting to see that he was on to something. 
 Cody ran his hands through his hair. “If you could change the past after you’ve discovered time travel, would you?”  
 “Of course.” 
 “What if someone else discovered how to go back in time, and they could save your family and humanity from the Syndicate? Wouldn’t you want them to do it?”  
 “Yes. What’s your point?”  
 “The further away from the beginning you get, the more chaotic things are. The Universe turns back and repeats in reverse from our point of view. But it’s really all happening at once. As long as you get to the beginning point and the end point, what happens in between doesn’t really matter. So, changing the past is possible.”  
 “And that’s how we’re getting messages from the future?” Quinn asked. “So we could get more.”  
 Cody laughed. “Funny. More messages. I mean, if that’s what we need. Great. But we could get an armada! As long as it doesn’t interfere with the beginning and end of the Universe.” 
 “Yeah, okay, I get it,” Quinn said. “Somebody is trying to make a loud enough noise that the universe can’t help but respond with an echo. Bounce off the edge of the universe and you don’t have to change the past. You just have to change what we sensed in the past, instead of changing the past directly. We change it by communicating with it. Then we can take a new path.”  
 Cody cheered with excitement. “Yes, yes, yes! I knew you’d understand.” He calmed down slightly. “And I need your help to hear that echo. Are you game?”  
 Quinn took a deep breath. She stepped back and looked to the floor. “We’re the listeners.” 
  “Exactly,” Cody said.  
 Quinn looked to the side. Her first thought was how they could use this to make things better. But she had no idea what Cody wanted to do with it. Should she trust him? She did know that this was bigger than both of them. And she seemed to have few better options. 
 “Here’s the thing, though,” Cody said, with expectant eyes. “The temporal totem you found, it only tells half the tale. I need more.”   
 “They only had one.” 
 “There are others,” he said, with a smile. 
 Cody moved over and tapped buttons on the scanner. The holographic image changed to something grander in scope. The air above Quinn and Cody immediately filled with a stunning panoply of images and bursts of light, like a high-tech orrery. She spotted Earth, and then the images zoomed down to ground level and coordinates followed, mapping a cluster of locations illuminated by red dots.   
 “Someone left us a map,” Cody said.  
 “Why?” 
 “Someone wanted us to find the objects.” Cody pointed at the red dots. “Those are where the other ones are located.”  
 Quinn squinted at the map of Earth. She reached out a finger and tapped one of the red dots, which revealed that it was hidden somewhere in New York City. 
 “New York City?” 
 Cody nodded and tapped other dots.  
 “Looks like one was left in almost every major American city.” 
 “By design?” 
 Cody shrugged. “Maybe whoever left them wanted to make sure at least one of them was found.” He looked to Quinn, his features softened in the hazy light. “And I think there are more out there that will tell us what we need to know. At least another, if not more.” 
 “And you need me to get one for you?” 
 Cody grinned. “I thought you’d never ask.” 
 “If I do that, I need you to do something for me.” 
 Cody nodded. “Anything.”  
 “I need you to run a test for me.” 
 He nodded, though his eyes narrowed. 
 Quinn removed a small piece of her exo-armor and placed it in Cody’s palm.  
 “Run a piece of my exo-armor through the scanner. See what you can learn about this, would you?”  
 Cody smiled. “Will do. I'll just need to reconfigure some things so it's not logged and doesn't blow up the lab.” 
 Cody and Quinn exchanged a hopeful glance as she turned to leave. Cody reached out and touched her wrist this time, instead of grabbing it. 
 “Promise me you’ll be careful about who you tell this to,” Cody said. 
 “Who would I talk to?” Quinn asked. 
 “Milo for one. I’ve seen the way he looks at you.” 
 “He’s a colleague.” 
 “He wants to be more than that I think.” 
 “I can handle it, Cody,” Quinn said, with a sigh.   
 “I’m sure you can, but there’s another element onboard. A very small unit called Icarus. They’d likely be classified as a counter-terrorism unit back on Earth. They’re Syndicate snoops, eavesdroppers and the like whose sole function is to root out traitors.” 
  “I’ll take it under advisement,” she replied, with a nod. 
 Cody summoned a smile and patted her wrist. Then, as if thinking he’d gone too far, he withdrew his hand.   
 “You have to trust me on this, Quinn.” 
 “You work for them.” 
 “Not by choice. And so do you, now.” 
 “Fair point. But you could be setting me up right now.” 
 “Sure, yeah, I could be. But maybe I’m not. Maybe you have to believe me on this.”  
 She held his look. 
 “At some point, you’re going to have to make a choice. You’re going to have to decide whose team you’re on.” 
 Cody moved close to Quinn and placed what looked like a tiny computer chip the size of a pinky finger in Quinn’s hand.   
 “What is this?” 
 “This is me, trusting you. And it’s a map to the other objects. At some point you’ll need it.”  
 Quinn offered a nod in return, and Cody went back to his work.  
 On her way out of the lab, Quinn looked over her shoulder at Cody, already engrossed in his work. This could be it. This could be the way they fight back. She didn’t know how yet, but the very possibility enthralled her.  
 *** 
 Cody was lost in his data. It streamed over countless holographic projection screens as he scanned through, looking for a clue. Then he found it. There it was, right in front of him. Incomputable. He’d been swiping it away as an error each time he saw it. But what if that was the answer? What if the error was occurring because it was supposed to? Because it was being affected by the echo? 
 His eyes widened. This was his clue. Except, he couldn’t just run data on the objects. He had to expose it. To change what had already happened. Cody crossed the lab and grabbed the piece of exo-armor Quinn had given him and repositioned it in the center of the scanner. 
 With a quick breath and moment to push past his doubt, he kicked it into high gear.  
 “Are you sure?” the interface asked. “It could be … unexpected, sir.”  
 “Yes,” Cody said. “Run the damn simulation, and turn off voice interface. Listen only. I don't like your voice.”   
 The interface lit up. Holographic images danced around the room and the plasma-driven engine revved to life, making a whirring sound. Instead of a projection of the exo-armor’s eventual outcome, likely a shredded hunk of destroyed material, maybe even burnt and charred from a missile, the piece of exo-armor vanished. 
 




Chapter Twenty-Five: Sight Unseen

   
 Quinn exited the lab, deep in contemplation. The giddiness that came with the possibility that she and Cody had found a way to turn the tables on the Syndicate had worn off, and she was left with competing thoughts. On the one hand she wanted to believe that there might be an end to the nightmare, but on the other, she questioned whether an organization as sophisticated as the Syndicate would have been unable to spot a weakness in its methods or technology. And what of the good Dr. Cody?  
 On the surface, he’d seemed overjoyed at the prospect of finding a flaw, however insignificant, in the Syndicate’s master plan. But what if, as she’d noted, the whole thing was a setup? What if Cody was just playing a part, and the entire episode was merely a test to see how Quinn would react? Given all that she’d seen, such a scenario was not completely farfetched.   
  Quinn thought it best to avoid discussing any of what she’d just seen with the other Marines, and so she slipped down a translucent staircase to a middle bay in the mother ship. She moved past a brace of Syndicate soldiers who mad-dogged her, continuing on an illuminated path that led past a mess hall and what appeared to be an immense, robotics bay of some kind. 
 She looked through frosted windows and watched robots and Syndicate techs labor over various drones, including colossal killing machines with multi-limbed arms that quivered with cannons and rocket launchers and cutting devices.   
  Continuing down the corridor, she passed under enormous plasma screens that flashed alien propaganda, glossy movie quality images of the Syndicate engaged in glorious combat. Below the screens were a few slick posters with the image of Potentate Benno. Quinn reached up and tried to peel one of the posters down, but the thing was part of the wall, so she had to cut it down. She tucked it in her pocket and trekked on, observing a few Syndicate soldiers emerging from another space, weapons slung over their shoulders. She moved into the space to see that it was an indoor shooting gallery of sorts.  
  There were myriad shooting bays that looked over a sloped range of about a hundred yards. At the rear of the gallery was a bank of ballistic gel, a substance to stop fired rounds. Behind the gel were reinforced baffles and grates for the ventilation system that removed the smoke from any fired weapons.  
 In front of the gel were paper targets on wires, along with stationary targets—including a few mannequins that resembled humans. Quinn watched several Syndicate soldiers fire out their rifles, grunting and clucking as they riddled the mannequins with bullets. Quinn grimaced, watching the mannequins, which were filled with what she hoped was just paint, splatter like splashed melons.   
 She eased into one of the bays and grabbed a Parallax rifle. She checked the ammo magazine on the gun and pulled back on the firing pin. Then she reached over and tapped a red button just below the wire. A machine activated and pulled the target holder toward her on a zip line.  
 Quinn removed the paper target and replaced it with the poster image of Potentate Benno, then sent the holder whizzing back down range on the wire.  
 She waited and aimed, then fired a burst from her gun, shredding the poster. She tapped the red button and retrieved the target, admiring her handiwork.   
 Her eyes ratcheted to the right, and she caught nasty stares from the Syndicate soldiers who had watched her blast an image of their exalted ruler.   
 “Not the smartest thing in the world to do,” a voice said. 
 Quinn looked back to see Marin gliding toward her. Marin breezed past Quinn and studied the destroyed poster of the Potentate.   
 “I didn’t think there was anything wrong with a little joke,” Quinn said. “It’s a free universe, isn’t it?”  
 Marin frowned and turned the poster over so that it couldn’t be seen. 
 “We’re not in a democracy, and there is very little here that is free.”  
 “You seem to be doing just fine.” 
 “That’s because I know my place.” 
 “Which is?” 
 “Didn’t we go over this before?” Marin smiled and inched closer to Quinn. She was one of the few women Quinn had met who was taller than her and had an even more aggressive way of posturing, chest thrust out, shoulders pinned back, eyes rarely blinking. There were few that intimidated Quinn, but Marin was one of them. 
 “I know you were with Dr. Cody,” Marin said. 
 “He was checking me out. Wanted to make sure I was all in one piece after the assault.” 
 “Are you fucking him?” 
 A few seconds of silence passed between them, and Marin smiled again. 
 “Did you hear me?” 
 “I heard you, Marin, I’m just trying to figure out how to interpret the question and reply in the most snarky way possible.”  
 “He’s not much to look at, but he knows how to use what he’s been given.” 
 “You’ve got firsthand experience?” 
 Marin laughed at this and did a little twirl. Then she turned back and placed a finger on Quinn’s arm. Quinn noticed that they were all alone now, and the lights had begun to dim.   
 “I can be your best friend in here, Quinn, if you’ll just let me in.” 
 “See, that’s the thing. I’ve never really been good at playing with others.” 
 “Everyone needs friends. Especially here.”  
 “I’ve got enough friends already, but thanks.” 
 “Not like me you don’t.” 
 Marin traced an imaginary design down Quinn’s shoulder. A not altogether unpleasant prick of energy seemed to emanate from Marin’s finger, a pulse that fired all over Quinn’s body. The tiny hairs on Quinn’s arms went rigid. 
 “What were you and Cody discussing?” Marin asked. 
 “What happened to doctor-patient privilege?” Quinn said. 
 Marin laughed again, and then, without warning, leaned in and kissed Quinn on the lips. Quinn was too astonished to react. Her brain told her to throw an elbow, but her body wouldn’t do it. Her muscles seized up and Quinn just stood there as Marin took her head in her hands and kissed her again, long and hard.   
 “You taste delicious,” Marin said. 
 Quinn pulled back and Marin chuckled.   
 “You’ll come around, oh yes, you will,” Marin said, singing the words in a gleeful tone. “And when you do, when I've had you, you’ll tell me everything. Including what you discussed with Cody.” 
 Marin took a step to exit, and then looked back over her shoulder. “You’re going back, by the way.” 
 “Where?” Quinn asked. 
 “To Earth. You and another Marine. A surgical strike, what the Potentate likes to call an ‘In and Out’ job.” 
 “What the hell for?” 
 “Patience, Quinn. All will be revealed.”  
 Quinn turned, and Marin called out a final time. “She looks an awful lot like you, I think.” 
 Quinn froze, the hairs on the back of her neck ridged like the quills on a porcupine. 
 “Excuse me?” 
 “Your daughter. Samantha. How old is she now?” 
 “Lady, I don’t know who you think you are—” 
 “I’m the person with the information.”   
 “Okay, fine, then she’s none of your fucking business years old. That’s her age.” 
 Quinn’s gaze smoked into Marin’s.   
 “You should know that she’s alive and safe.” 
 “Where is she?” 
 “Would you like to see her?” 
 Quinn softened for a moment.   
 “You could make that happen?” 
 “I could do all sorts of things. You see, that’s what friends do for each other.”  
 Before Quinn could speak another word, Marin had blown a kiss to Quinn and vanished down the corridor.   
 Quinn watched Marin exit the range as she turned and stared at her rifle. Then her jaw locked, and she lifted the weapon and fired it out until the barrel started to glow red. 
 *** 
 Quinn had the strongest desire to hunt Marin down and wring the life out of her, but she realized it wouldn’t cut any ice. She was imprisoned inside a floating fortress, outnumbered, outgunned, and seriously low on options. She wondered if Cody was right about the Icarus unit. Were there eavesdroppers out there whose sole purpose was to report on her?  
  As she hurried down the corridor, her attention was drawn by a distinctive humming. Curious what could be making the noise, she followed it to a jammed door barely large enough for a human to slip through. The small sliding doors were likely built for mechanics or miniature drones to support routine maintenance.  
  Yet, the inside was anything but small. Before her was a massive open space that Quinn guessed comprised nearly one-quarter of the entire ship. And what filled the space were terrifying monstrosities. The Potentate was there, walking between rows of thousands of shimmering attack drones like a child admiring his collection of toys—and there were a great many toys.  
 There were the unmanned spider drones that patrolled the skies, and the eavesdropping ‘bots that slithered snake-like over the ground. And there were the Replicants, drones that could alter their shape and multiply, and Reapers, a favorite of the Potentate, a piece of engineering divinity that stood fifteen feet tall.  
 Quinn had seen all of them in combat already in a short amount of time, and she knew the devastation they could inflict. This was a room of death, and she wanted nothing but to leave. But the next thing her eyes glanced was so overwhelming she couldn’t look away.  
 Similar to the Reapers, it was a mechanized, remotely manned killing machine. But this one was different. It was shaped like a humanoid and built like a tank, but looked as if it could maneuver with the dexterity of a fighter jet. And its size was only equaled by its arsenal of weaponry.  
 Even if all their tactics failed, the Syndicate still had more in its back pocket. And the biggest question that lurked in the front of Quinn’s mind was, what was all this for?  
 They’d already mostly defeated Earth’s defenses. And all that was left to do was quell the Resistance, enforce their order, and take whatever they’d come for. Why the firepower? Why so much? And why so powerful? Quinn’s head was spinning. She had to get out of this bay of mechanized killing machines and get back to her bunk before she was missed.  
 She waited for a patrol to pass by the crates she was hiding behind and shuffled back to the sliding door. She slipped out and ran down the corridor without stopping until she was back in the squad bay.  
 She lay in her bunk, but sleep was a long time coming.  
 Several hours later, the Marines were roused from their slumber by the high-pitched whine of the same shitty electronic music Renner had worked to silence back in the room with the Potentate. Quinn surmised it was some kind of patriotic song meant to wake the Marines and uplift their spirits. Good luck with that. 
 Quinn and the others rolled from their beds as Hayden appeared, already clad in his armor.  
 “What’s the SITREP, Gunny?” 
 “There’s been an evolution.” 
 “What? Like Charles Darwin shit?” Renner asked, yawning and scratching his underarms. 
 “No, jackass, a mission evolution. Orders have come down from on high.” 
 “We’re going out again?” Milo asked. 
 Hayden nodded. “This time it’s something a little more surgical.” 
 Quinn and the Marines gathered their gear and followed several Syndicate guards down to a debriefing room. General Aames, surrounded by Syndicate personnel, stood before a long table lit by a holographic map of the Earth. Quinn watched Aames sift through information on the maps, squinting, muttering to the Syndicate personnel who listened and nodded. Aames looked up at the Marines.   
 “Be seated.” 
 At first, Quinn was confused because there was nowhere to sit, but then chairs rose up out of the floor. The lights went out and the map of Earth was beamed into the air in the middle of the room.  
 “In the last few hours, there’s been a development back on Earth,” General Aames said, moving to stand before the Marines. 
 “We’ve been able to ascertain that what’s left of the Resistance is coalescing into distinct teams that are located in a handful of areas. These teams have been in communication, and the chatter suggests they’re working to link up.” 
 Hayden raised his hand as Aames pointed to different spots on the map.  
 “How the hell are they chatting? Didn’t your boys knock their comms out?”  
 General Aames grinned. “For that, you get to go to the head of the class, Sergeant.”  
 Aames turned and gestured to various areas on the holographic map that blinked in yellow. 
 “While we did successfully neutralize various grids and disable the ability of the resistance to communicate wirelessly, they’ve apparently found a way to talk using an old analog system—”   
 “Which is impervious to your EMP munitions,” Milo added. “Like what happened during the border wars. The least technologically advanced side ended up winning.” 
 General Aames chewed on his lips and nodded. “Unfortunately for humanity's long-term survival, yes. But we've been expecting it. Hence, this briefing.” 
 “Somebody must have the world’s biggest Faraday cage,” Renner said. 
 “That’s what we need to find out,” the General replied.  
 Quinn looked at Aames as he dragged a finger across the map and circled an area that Quinn recognized as being a portion of New York City. A warm current shot through her body as she remembered Cody’s map, and the fact that there was another temporal totem located somewhere in the city.  
 “We’re dividing the teams and going in surgically this time,” General Aames said.  
 The Marines exchanged looks. 
 “Quinn and Milo will lead the A-team. They’ll be inserted via glider and given the task of taking out an analog station that the resistance has been using to communicate.” 
 “And the rest of us, sir?” asked Hayden. 
 “You’ll be running interference.” 
 Renner looked over at Quinn and smiled. 
 “Look at Quinn, the glory girl.”  
 General Aames raised his hand, and the holographic map disappeared as the light flashed back on.  
 “I want all eyeballs on me!” General Aames boomed. 
 Quinn and the others looked up.  
 “This is an important operation, Marines. We are going to slip into the heart of the enemy’s house and find a way to blind him. You kill the head, the body follows, and the sooner we end the fighting, the sooner everyone will have a chance to reclaim their lives.” 
 Quinn looked at the others, whose faces said nobody believed a word General Aames was saying. The notion that they’d be allowed to return to their families was likely, at best, a fantasy, but it was the only thing any of them had, so they nodded in unison. 
 “Do you hear me, dregs?” General Aames shouted. 
 They nodded. “Sir, yes, sir!” 
 “Then let’s go get some!” 
 “OOHRAH!” the Marines said, in unison.  
 Everyone except Quinn, who was staring at the figure that was barely visible at the other side of the room. It was Cody, standing, hugging the shadows. 
 Watching everyone.  
 Watching everything.  
 Watching Quinn. 
 *** 
 Quinn left the debriefing with the other Marines and gathered up her gear and weaponry, readying to join the assault force. She stayed behind in the armaments room for a moment until she was alone, and then she reached down into a pocket and pulled out three Black Sunshine capsules, which was one more than she’d taken the last time. She closed her eyes and felt the capsules melt away inside her mouth, the granules sliding down her throat.  
 Almost instantly, her eyes widened and she clenched and unclenched her fists. The muscles near the small of her back constricted and her mind expanded. She felt capable of almost anything.  
 She grabbed her rucksack and looked up.  
 Milo was staring at her. 
 There were a few seconds of silence. 
 “What?” Quinn asked. 
 “I was watching you.” 
 “Good for you,” Quinn said, shouldering her rucksack. 
 “Anything you want to tell me?” he asked. 
 Tons, she thought. Everything that Cody had mentioned to her, all of the information about the temporal totems and the map and the possibility that the Syndicate wasn’t invincible. She could tell Milo all of this, but should she? She’d known him for almost two years, a trusted colleague, but could he be trusted now? Maybe he’d changed. Maybe he’d cut a deal with the Syndicate to spy on the others. Maybe he was part of that element, what was it called? Icarus? The one Cody had told her to steer clear of. Was it beyond the realm of reason that one or more of the Marines were now in league with the Syndicate?  
 And even if she did trust Milo, was it a good idea to expose him to risk?  
 “Yeah, there’s something I want to tell you,” she said, moving toward him. “When we hit the ground, don’t slow me down.” 
 “I saw you take those pills,” Milo said. 
 “Who are you? My mom?” Quinn quipped. 
 “No, but I care about you.” 
 “I appreciate that, Milo, but I’m a big girl.” 
 She patted Milo on the cheek and then brushed past him as he called out. “Did Cody give those to you?” 
 She stopped and looked back. “What if he did? Jealous? Maybe when you become useful you won't have to be.” 
 “I’d be careful of him, Quinn. He’s not one of us.” 
 “He’s human.” 
 “But he’s not a Marine. He’s not on our frequency.” 
 Quinn registered this and nodded.  
 “I’ll keep that under advisement, Milo. Thanks so much. Now if you don't mind, I've got something more important than your feelings to deal with.” 
 And then Quinn was out the door and moving down an inner corridor.   
 




Chapter Twenty-Six: You Can Never Go Home

   
 Quinn found Hayden, General Aames, and the others in the loading bay. While Syndicate techs loaded gear and weapons on a pair of gliders, Aames was busy prepping an order of battle. The Marines eased on their battle helmets, their HUDs springing to life, allowing them to see maps and schematics and reams of data as General Aames spoke. 
 The General informed the Marines that once they’d breached Earth’s atmosphere, Quinn and Milo would parachute into lower Manhattan. In so doing, they’d avoid the area that Hayden and the other Marines would be operating in. Hayden and the others would detonate several explosions and generally bring the noise in order to deflect attention from Quinn and Milo.   
 Once inside the city, Quinn and Milo would land atop a large building and evaluate whether to slip down through the building or paraglide over to another one. Regardless, they’d ultimately have to reach the lower level of an office building, where the resistance was operating an old analog station for their communications. While they were doing this, Hayden and the others would plow down the main streets outside, drawing off the resistance and neutralizing any attackers. Everyone would be extracted after the mission was complete.  
 The whole operation seemed incredibly neat and tidy and too easy, especially after Quinn was given the data during the descent to Earth that revealed nearly eight million heat signatures in the area in and around where they’d be landing.  
 “You seeing what I’m seeing?” she asked Milo. 
 Milo nodded and looked over. 
 “Seems like the survivors didn't leave. Home’s home,” she said.  
 “Eight million IR signatures.” 
 “Which means eight million pissed off New Yorkers.” 
  Milo grinned. 
 “Wonder how many of them are armed.”  
 This time, instead of space diving, the glider dropped lower, cruising several thousand feet over the city, allowing Quinn and Milo to use conventional parachutes to infiltrate the city.  
 The heavy cloud cover concealed their descent, so the pair navigated by HUD, popping their parachutes and piloting themselves down between the buildings.  
 Quinn was on point, pulling on her parachute’s drawstrings, slipping between skyscrapers. A few gusts of wind nearly blew them against several colossal office buildings, but they were able to slide by, continuing on. 
 Their speed picked up, and soon they were rocketing down through a narrow chasm that lay between the superstructures. Some of the streets in the darkened city lay in ruin, but a few others seemed undamaged. Quinn had been told that after several bombing runs, the Syndicate had ceased its aggressions, which meant millions of people from surrounding states had flooded into the city, hoping that it might hold sanctuary for them. Milo had whispered that the Syndicate was dropping food and other supplies into the city, hoping to exchange the material for information on the resistance. Quinn smiled at this, realizing the Syndicate had no idea who they were dealing with. The notion that millions of New Yorkers would ever reach any kind of agreement with an alien invader was ludicrous.  
 Out of the corner of her eye, Quinn noticed a handful of people in the buildings on either side, watching them but staying out of it.  
 The target building came up fast. Quinn studied the top of the structure as they glided closer, a broad, sloping plaza of cement with a rooftop door in its center.  
 Quinn landed first, covered in her chute and doing a roll. Milo nearly crashed into her before executing a running stop.  
 The pair ditched their chutes and grabbed their weapons, then caucused near the shadows of the roof door. Milo spoke into his helmet, and a green beam shone down from the sky as Cody sent a holographic projection to the rooftop. Milo examined the holographic map and its detailed imagery of the infiltration.  
 Milo scrolled down through the holographic cityscape, mapping out the rest of their building-hopping mission, following the path of staircases from roof to basement. He stopped on an object that blinked red, hidden in the middle of a seventy-story high-rise several blocks away. 
 “There it is,” Milo said. 
 “That’s the analog station?” 
 Milo nodded. “An abandoned radio tower, according to Cody’s info.” 
 “Doubt it's abandoned now. But what do we do when we find it?” 
 “We do like we always do, Quinn. We blow the fucking thing up.”  
  “Let's just get this done.” Quinn reached out a finger and swiped left and right, expanding the area around the blinking object. Additional information appeared in the green light. Quinn could see that the power was out in the building.  
 “You scope the route in and out?” Quinn asked.  
 “Vaguely.” 
 “No elevators,” she said, tapping the ground. “No power, no elevators.”  
 “What did you think? That we’d just bop in from the roof, hit the first elevator we found, and ride it down to pick the damn thing up?” 
 “I was simply making an observation, asshole.” 
 “I have another idea,” Milo said. Milo held her look and then, looking to see if anyone was watching, leaned in close to Quinn. “We run.” 
 “What? Are you insane? They’d come looking for us.” 
 “So let them come.” 
  Quinn, frustrated, raised her voice. “And if they couldn’t find us, they’d do things to the others. Hayden, Renner, they’d punish them for anything we did.” 
 Milo pulled back, but didn’t respond. 
 “Don’t you give a shit about them?” she asked. 
 “Sure, yeah, I love the other guys, but at some point you’ve got to look out for numero uno.” 
 “Remind me not to let you cover my six.”  
 Milo leaned back and smiled, but there was no humor in his face. Quinn suspected the fog of war was starting to get to him. This wasn’t the Milo she knew, cared for, and trusted. He was beginning to break. Something had to turn positive soon, or she’d lose him. At the moment, though, they needed to stay alive and get to the target building.  
 “So if we are going through with this mission then, what do you propose, Quinn? 
 She reached in her rucksack and removed a flexible glider apparatus that she shrugged on over her armor. The wings on the glider were made of a thin, almost transparent material that stiffened into shape at her touch.  
 Milo fitted on the same apparatus, and the pair moved to the edge of the building and looked down.   
 *** 
 The wind whipped their hair as they looked out over the city. Twilight had settled on the concrete jungle, and the two watched smoke rise from small fires of gas lines severed during the attack. Bodies lay strewn across the streets, feasted on by great flocks of carrion birds. This was not the sanctuary refugees had hoped for.    
 They could see the surrounding buildings were heavy with infrared heat signatures, as thousands of people had taken to safety in the city’s high-rises. Quinn had no idea how many of the signatures were civilians versus resistance fighters.   
 Against the dying light, Quinn and Milo unfurled their glider wings in full and jumped.  
 Quinn felt weightless, as if she’d just stepped off the edge of the world, and then the ground started rushing up to greet her.  
 She pulled down on a control yoke on the right side of the glider and stabilized herself, until she was sky-surfing down and between the buildings. On her HUD, she could see the top of the target building looming in the distance, a high-rise with a parking garage fixed to one side. 
 The pair drifted across the skyline, side-by-side. When they were several thousand yards away from their target, Quinn popped a tiny parachute on the top of the glider that slowed her descent.  
 She and Milo expertly glided between bunchings of tenement buildings and the domes of superstructures. This was the better part of the city, the sections that had been left relatively intact during the Syndicate bombing runs. Elsewhere, the skyline was desolate, shells of buildings, broken signs, ruined bridges, and bodies everywhere, their blue-bloated corpses lying out in the open.  
 And yet, survivors could be seen, innumerable, slump-shouldered forms shuffling along the desolate streets, desperate for food. 
 Quinn turned from this, noticing a few spasms of electricity here and there, undoubtedly generators and solar-powered machines that were just beginning to wink out. 
  The roof of the target building came into focus, long and narrow.  
 They landed, then shucked their gliders and pulled out their weapons—a pair of Parallax rifles fitted with flash suppressors, a handful of ballistic grenades, and several Firestocks, a bomb the size of a baseball that Cody had said could permanently blind anyone who looked at its explosive blast. Quinn planned to use one of the bombs to atomize the target, the analog station, as soon as they found it. Thankfully, the visors in their HUD helmets would protect them from the searing light—at least, that’s what they’d been told. Quinn clipped two of the Firestock bombs on her tactical belt, magged her rifle, and signaled for Milo to follow her. 
 Quinn booted the locked rooftop door open. The building’s interior was dark, desolate and spooky. It smelled of water and rot, the floor discolored and spongy. Quinn held up a balled fist and cued a device on her helmet that amplified surrounding sounds. She heard only one thing, a faint tremor that seemed to run up through the center of the structure. As if the building were sighing. 
 They approached an inner stairwell, and Quinn stopped as data began downloading to her helmet. She cued a side button and saw a schematic of the floors below, with infrared images of figures moving upward. Milo looked over. 
 “You reading this?” 
 She nodded. “Echoes.” 
 “Resistance?” Milo asked. 
  “Dunno,” Quinn said. 
  “How far down?” 
  “Twenty floors.” 
  “How far’s the target?” 
  “Ten, maybe eleven floors.” 
  “They’re heading directly for it, aren’t they?” 
  “Looks that way.” 
  Milo looked back at Quinn, but she was already on the move, threading down a stairwell, searching the interior of the building, which was honeycombed with offices. Quinn and Milo slipped through bullpens and past signs for financial services companies, the interior ransacked and looted.  
 In the distance, she could hear klaxons and mortar shells going off as the Resistance on the streets and Syndicate Marines clashed. She shut the noises out of her mind and pushed on. 
  They clambered down the stairs, and Quinn could tell from the images on her helmet that if they continued that way, they wouldn’t be able to reach the target before the other figures did. She stopped in front of an open elevator door and looked inside. Darkness looked back. 
  She glanced up and spotted the metal elevator cables, still intact, running up and down the long, dark shaft.  
  “There’s been a mission evolution, Milo.” 
  Milo looked at the cables. 
  “Nobody said we’d be jumping into bottomless elevator shafts.” 
  “Shortest distance between us and them is right in front of us.” 
  “That straight line thing?” 
  “Affirmative.” 
  Before Milo could respond, Quinn had secured her gear and set off on a run, then jumped at the edge of the elevator shaft. She soared through the air and grabbed the elevator cable. It was knurled in spots, meaning it would be easier to climb down. Lucky break for a change. 
  Quinn’s gloves were padded, and she was able to slither down the metal cable as Milo followed behind her. 
  Milo and Quinn shimmied down through the center of the massive structure, making excellent time. In moments they were one floor up from the target. They swung out from the elevator cable and onto a landing. A section of the floor up ahead had been ripped away and a window blown out.  
 Eight bodies lay scattered near rocket launchers and machine guns, and Quinn realized the victims had been firing back at the Syndicate bombers through the window when they’d been cut down. Quinn nosed past the moldering corpses as Milo stopped and scooped up a compact grenade launcher with a short, wide barrel that had been dropped by one of the dead. 
 Quinn and Milo hopped over the bodies and ducked into another stairwell, then hustled down a hallway. At the end of the hall was a metal door. Quinn tried the knob, but it was locked. 
  “Get back!” Milo said. 
  Milo fired a burst from his gun that shredded the door, tearing it from its hinges. 
  Quinn’s gun nosed into the room first, then Quinn. Her eyes danced, flicking in every direction. Milo ran ahead of her as Quinn checked her HUD. The other figures were only a floor down from them now. They were closing fast. They would be on the same floor as Milo and Quinn in seconds.  
  “Twenty seconds, Milo!” 
  “I only need fifteen!” 
  Quinn watched Milo kick down another door and throw up his arms. 
  “I see it!” he said. “I see the room.” 
 She followed him into a space awash with ancient electronic gear that was still visibly in use. Quinn saw old analog televisions and modems and various other pieces of equipment that she could not easily place. 
 “This is what we risked our asses for?” 
 Milo nodded.  
 “Get back and cover your eyes,” she said. She removed a Firestock bomb and tossed it into the room as the pair retreated.  
 BOOM! 
 The resulting explosion destroyed the room, unleashing a flash of light that seemed brighter than the sun. 
 When the blast had subsided, Quinn and Milo pushed themselves up and immediately realized they were in deep shit. The floors above and below them were crawling with IR signatures.  
 CRACKBOOM! 
 The wall in front of them vanished in a blinding flash of white. 
  Quinn covered her head and flopped forward, rolling over, elbowing herself up as shrapnel and debris filled the air. 
 Banners of smoke billowed through the room, visibility instantly compromised. Quinn cued her helmet and saw the figures moving down the hallway outside. She snapped the other Firestock bomb from her tac belt and flung it out through the broken door. 
  “Fire in the hole!” she shouted. 
  There was a contained blast, and then a bonfire-bright light once again filled every inch of the building. Even with the visor in her helmet, Quinn had to shield her eyes. The resistance fighters were not as lucky, their screams rising as Quinn glanced outside and saw six of them writhing in the hallway, smoke rising from the sockets where their eyes had been burned out. 
  Quinn motioned for Milo to follow, and the two jetted back down the hallway, hooking a right into a bullpen cluttered with overturned desks and ruined cubicles. Milo and Quinn flapped across the bullpen as shouts and screams echoed behind them. 
  Gunfire rang out, and the cubicles in front of them vaporized in a fireball from a rocket-propelled grenade. The blast knocked Quinn and Milo to the ground, the air filled with pieces of particleboard from the ruined cubicles. 
  Quinn landed on her side, grimacing, muscling herself up. The air hummed near her ear, and she blinked at the blurred shape of a bullet as it grazed her chin. Crouching next to Milo, she hip-fired her gun, flinging a wall of sabots back at the resistance.  
 Two of the fighters were hit mid-stride, the sabots detonating ammunition hidden in backpacks, including what Quinn assumed were grenades that exploded, killing several other resistance fighters. 
  Milo rose and tossed a grenade that burst halfway across the bullpen, scattering the remaining resistance fighters as he and Quinn crabbed back. 
  Exiting the bullpen, Quinn, guided by her HUD, gestured for Milo to follow. The two met at a rear staircase and took the steps three at a time, moving swiftly to the eighth floor. Quinn kicked open a window and peered outside. She spotted a fire escape, and beyond that, sandwiched between other buildings, a high roof broad enough to accommodate a landing craft.  
 That was a possible alternative exfiltration point. If they could reach that spot, they could radio for a glider to pick them up.  
  Quinn was the first one out, worming onto the fire escape, measuring the distance. She planted her boots on the metal railings and launched into the air. She sailed ahead, barely landing on the lip of the other rooftop. 
  Milo followed her, weighed down by equipment. He hit the edge of the roof, scrabbling for purchase, nearly falling to his death. Quinn managed to grab his wrists. Teeth bared, she pulled him back onto the roof. 
  “You owe me,” she said, as he collapsed alongside her. 
  “Keep a tab.” 
 The pair darted ahead only ten paces before they came under a withering fire. Taking cover behind a small forest of air-conditioner piping, they looked back to see dozens of resistance fighters shooting at them from the building they’d just left. 
  Bullets kicked up all around, whining off the metal piping. Quinn returned fire, but there were more resistance fighters than rounds in her rifle. She sucked in a breath, realizing they were pinned down. She cued her helmet. 
 “Hayden? Do you copy?” 
 A short burst of static followed, and then Hayden was audible. 
 “You hit your target?” he asked. 
 “Affirmative. Where are you and the backups?” 
 “Fuck you, Quinn,” he said chuckling. “We’re doing the heavy lifting while you two are up in the penthouse.” 
 “We need evac,” Quinn said.  
 “We ain’t there yet. How’s your position?” Hayden asked. 
 “We’ll be overrun in seconds.” 
 “Any tricks you can pull?’ 
 Quinn looked over at Milo, who was smiling.  
  He pointed down to the compact grenade launcher they’d taken off the body of the fallen fighter back in the building. 
 “We’ve got one trick up our sleeve, Gunny,” she said, to Hayden. 
 “Do what you can and meet us on the flat lands.”  
 She killed her comms and glanced at Milo.  
  “Does that thing even work?” Quinn asked, pointing at the launcher. 
  Milo checked the weapon. There was a high explosive round lodged in place and ready to go. 
  “At the very least, this’ll buy us some cover,” he said. 
  Quinn rolled over and looked back as Milo crouched and triggered the grenade launcher. 
  There was a puff of smoke, and then a rocket flew out of the launcher. It slammed dead center into the other building and exploded. 
  Nothing significant happened for several seconds. 
  Milo and Quinn’s hearts sank. 
  Then, they saw an entire floor collapse, pancaking onto another floor. In an instant, a chain reaction had broken out, and the entire building folded up like a jackknife before falling straight down, taking the resistance fighters with it as a mushroom cloud of dust and debris rose up into the air, turning dusk to midnight. 
 Milo and Quinn stared at the spot where the building once stood. Their eyes hopped to the still-smoking grenade launcher. 
  “What the fuck was in that thing?” Milo asked. 
 “I say we don’t wait around to find out!” she said, and ran.  
  He tossed the launcher to the ground, then was at her side as Quinn hurtled the gap between buildings. When they landed, they stood together on the other roof. Quinn turned to speak to Milo, when she heard a whistling sound coming in fast. A mortar! 
 “Milo,” she shouted. “Take cover.”  
 They felt a trembling sensation underfoot. 
 Then the roof gave way, and the two vanished from sight. 
 




Chapter Twenty-Seven: Thunderstorm

   
 A thunderous screech rattled Quinn’s eardrums as she and Milo rode the wreckage of the building straight down.  
 The roof hit the next floor, which bent and gave way in sections. Quinn dove and grabbed onto a section of metal girding as Milo did likewise. Milo was shouting at Quinn, but his voice was lost in the clamor. She covered her head as the floor rushed past in a spongy blur, her battle helmet protecting her from blows struck by chunks of debris that flew in every direction.  
 Quinn fell through one floor after another, the dust from the collapse so thick it was like being in the middle of a sandstorm. And then, as quickly as it began, everything came to a crashing stop, the force of the implosion having heaved Quinn sideways like a quarter in a washing machine.  
 Groaning, she staggered to her feet and surveyed the wreckage of the building. She was standing on what was left of the fifth floor in the building.  
 Milo was nowhere in sight. 
 She checked the HUD on her helmet and could see his IR image. He’d fallen one floor below.  
 “Milo?” Quinn said. 
 There were a few seconds of silence, and then he responded. “I’m here.” 
 “How bad?” she asked. 
 “A few nicks, but no worse for wear,” Milo said.  
 Quinn took this in, and then she turned off the comms in her helmet. 
 She knew this was her chance, her one opportunity to find the second object for Cody.   
 She reached into a pocket and pulled out the tiny computer chip that Cody had given her. She inserted it into a port on the side of her battle helmet. There was a buzzing sound, and then a map of Earth was visible on her HUD.   
 Quickly, Quinn sifted through the map and found her current location.  
 The second temporal totem was only four blocks away. 
 If she was smart and fast, she could locate the object and be back in time to rendezvous with Milo, Hayden, and the others.  
 It was a risky move, but one she was willing to take if she had any hope of defeating the Syndicate and getting back to her daughter.  
 *** 
 Guided by her HUD, Quinn heaved herself across the broken room and slithered through a smashed doorway. She found a bent staircase and descended, listening to Milo’s shouts as he called out for her. 
 Soon, Quinn had reached the bottom of the building. She pulled herself through a window and dropped to the ground in an alleyway. 
 The streets were deserted, and for that she was grateful. Taking off at a trot, Quinn breezed down the alley, making sure to keep herself as inconspicuous as possible. She spotted forms out on the periphery, hidden figures skulking in the ruins of a string of buildings that had been destroyed during one of the Syndicate attacks. 
 In the distance was the sound of explosions and small arms fire. Close and drawing closer. She cued her HUD and ascertained that it was Hayden and the others, working their way up toward where Milo was. She only had ten minutes, maybe less, before the rest of the Syndicate Marines reached the other building.  
 Sliding across the hood of a junked sedan, Quinn dropped low and spotted the structure where the map told her the second temporal totem was hidden.  
 It was a bank that remained intact.  
 She stayed in a crouch, waiting for any sign of movement in the surrounding streets. Seeing nothing, Quinn leaped forward, then jerked as bullets kicked up all around her. 
 Snipers! 
 She dove forward and tasted the grit from the road. More bullets pelted the blacktop and she was forced to roll to her left, under the safety of an abandoned school bus.  
 Her rifle came up and Quinn looked back.  
 There were maybe thirty yards of open space between her and the bank.   
 Leaning out, Quinn searched the buildings for any hint of the snipers, but nothing appeared to her. 
 C’mon, she thought. You can’t sit here, you can’t wait forever. Do something! 
 She crab-walked back and rose, still using the bus as cover. A gunshot rang out, and Quinn spotted a flash on a building up and to the right.  
 Quinn pulled up her Parallax rifle and fired a burst that blew out several windows. There was no return fire, so Quinn pivoted and galloped across the open ground. She was ten paces from the bank when the building’s front windows exploded in a hail of glass, hit by the sniper’s bullets. Quinn didn’t slow, choosing instead to jump headfirst through the window, smashing it in.   
 The armor protected her body from lacerations, and Quinn soon found herself on all fours inside the bank.  
 Quinn wormed through the debris on the ground, then pushed herself up and hugged the far wall as the sniper continued to fire at her. 
 Tiptoeing to her right, she spotted a rear door and moved to it. The door was locked, so she shot the knob off and kicked it down. Darkness greeted her, and Quinn cued her battle helmet’s LED beam. 
 She moved through the blackness, then stopped short. 
 There was a loop of wire, a metal leader, strung across the floor just above her ankle. She looked left and right to see that the wire was connected to two blocks of explosives. 
 A booby-trap. Quinn stepped over the wire and continued on, moving past the looted interior of the bank and down a short flight of stairs. She met a landing and continued to a bottom level, where she found the oversized door to the bank’s vault. 
 The HUD told her the temporal totem was stashed inside the vault.  
 Quinn knelt and fired at the vault doors, but her rounds simply dented the metal, without blasting it apart. 
 There was only one thing to do. 
 She jogged back up the stairs and gingerly plucked the wires from the explosives tethered to the booby-trap. Gathering everything up, she headed back down to the vault and placed the explosives on either side of the heavy door, then hooked them up to the wire leaders. She took cover, positioning herself before pulling back hard on the leader. 
 The explosives blew the door off its hinges, the blast showering Quinn with debris. 
 She darted through the smoke and detritus of the explosion, fighting her way into the interior of the vault. She threw open safe deposit boxes and found the temporal totem hidden inside of one, covered in silk cloth.  
 She placed the object in an ammo container inside her rucksack and retraced her steps, flying up the stairs and back toward the lobby of the bank. 
 She neared the shattered window when a form stepped before her. 
 A small form holding a rifle.  
 A teenage girl. 
 “Stop where you are and drop your weapon!” the girl shouted.   
 Quinn reflexively pulled her rifle up, aiming at the girl’s forehead. 
 “You drop it!” Quinn said. 
 “I asked you first!” 
 Quinn didn’t move. Neither did the young girl, who Quinn surmised was no more than thirteen, maybe fourteen years of age. She was aiming an old, bolt-action hunting rifle at Quinn.  
 “Were you the one that shot at me?” Quinn asked. 
 “Bitch, you’d already be dead if I was,” the girl said.  
 “You’ve got a lip on you,” Quinn said.  
 “And an itchy trigger finger,” the girl said. 
 Quinn smirked. The girl reminded her of herself at that age. “How old are you?” Quinn asked. 
 “Old enough to cut you down.” 
 “You in the resistance?” Quinn asked. 
 “Maybe I am. What about you?’ 
 “I’m a Marine.” 
 “Bullshit,” the girl said, moving to her left, gun still trained on Quinn. “Marines don’t wear invader gear.” 
 Quinn’s eyes dropped to her armor, remembering that she looked like a Syndicate soldier.   
 “How much did they pay you to turn on us?” the girl asked. 
 “They aren’t paying me anything,” Quinn said.  
 “So you’re doing it for fucking free?” the girl asked. 
 “It’s not that simple.” 
 “Yeah, well, it’s gonna be real simple when I execute your ass,” the girl said.   
 “Drop your gun, kid,” Quinn said. 
 “Fuck you, traitor.” 
 “It doesn’t have to be like this.” 
 “Can’t be any other way.” 
 Quinn thought back on Cody firing the gun at Renner. Her eyes locked on the barrel of the hunting rifle. She grinned. 
 “Shoot me.” 
 BOOM! 
 The girl fired at Quinn. The sound of the shot ricocheted off the bank walls, the round from the gun slamming into Quinn’s chest. It hurt like a bitch, but bounced off the Syndicate armor. The girl’s eyes widened in shock, and Quinn used the moment to lash forward and punch the girl in the jaw. The girl fell to the ground, unconscious, and Quinn hurtled her body and hooked a right, running down the street as the sniper from before opened fire once again. 
 Quinn hip-fired her Parallax rifle, shattering windows. She blitzed down a sidewalk and jumped over the charred remains of a motorcycle. She saw smoke rising in the distance and checked her HUD. Hayden and the others were just up ahead.   
 Peripherally, Quinn caught sight of forms, dark cutouts moving to intercept her. There was a whistling sound overhead and then a grenade burst in the air. Quinn dove behind a fallen streetlamp and fired several bursts from her gun at the attackers. 
 More resistance fighters appeared, better armed, shooting at her from various angles. Quinn peeked up and fired back, nearly losing her head as resistance rounds snapped by her position.  
 Then hands grabbed her. 
 Quinn flinched, bringing her gun up into the face of Larry the alien. He was hunched below a pile of rubble from a shattered building. One of his talon-like fingers was pressed to what passed for his lips. 
 “Stay down,” Larry said. 
 Larry cradled an oversized, cylindrical rocket launcher. He triggered the weapon, lobbing grenades across the street where they destroyed the resistance position. 
 “Can you run?” Larry asked. 
 Quinn nodded.  
 “Try and keep pace,” the alien said. 
 What followed was a frantic race as Larry led Quinn through the heart of the city. The alien was short and squat, but he moved like a deer, able to catapult over cars and off walls like a parkour expert on steroids. Quinn felt the rush of air as she followed Larry’s lead, clipping over the ruined blacktop as the resistance fighters gave chase only to fall behind.  
 She could see several gliders circling up ahead, just above Hayden and the other Marines. Milo was there too. She’d have to lie to him about what happened, already spinning a story in her mind about how she’d gotten separated from him in the building during the partial collapse. There was no way she could tell him and the others about the temporal totem. Not yet. She had to see whether there was truth to what Cody said about the objects before she’d be willing to risk her neck.   
 




Chapter Twenty-Eight: Opposites

   
 Back aboard the Syndicate Command Ship, Quinn and Milo debriefed
Marin and the other Marines, answering questions about the mission and everything they’d encountered back on Earth. Marin, in particular, was interested in the number of resistance fighters and the level of sophistication in their weapons and tactics.  
 Quinn never revealed what else she’d found during the operation. She didn’t tell anyone about the second temporal totem she’d uncovered, the one hidden in an ammo container inside Quinn’s rucksack. That information getting out wasn’t a risk she was willing to take.  
 When the briefing was finally over, Quinn grabbed her rucksack and headed down into the belly of the mother ship. She’d been told that the Marines had the freedom to move wherever they wanted, even though she believed that was a lie.  
 She’d been on an aircraft carrier once as a child, and the mother ship reminded her an awful lot of that. Still, the ship was an alien landscape quite literally, and Quinn shivered as she moved past Syndicate soldiers and robotic technicians who moved with eerie precision. She kept the ammo container tight to her chest, working to remain as inconspicuous as possible even as she reconned the vessel.  
 “Hey!” a voice shouted.  
 Quinn looked back to see Milo. 
 “What the hell happened to you? Back down in the building. We fell and then what? You flaked on me?” 
 “I got separated.” 
 “That’s what we’ve got those super-duper battle helmets for, Quinn. Makes it kinda impossible to ever get separated from anyone.” 
 She stopped and faced Milo.  
 “What’s your problem, Marine? We achieved our objective and made it out alive, didn’t we? Why the hell are you giving me grief?”  
 She was as surprised as he was that she’d just addressed him as if he were no one to her. She’d never called him by anything other than his rank or name before, but this was different. She was letting him know he needed to get in line, and she realized that would bear consequence and even loss of loyalty from the person she held most dear, after her daughter. And even more so now than Giovanni.  
 “I was just worried, that’s all.” 
 “I’m a big girl,” Quinn said. 
 “Don’t I know it. But how ‘bout you give me a heads-up the next time you decide to go off on a frolic and detour, huh?” 
 “You’ll be the first to know,” she said. 
 With a pat on the cheek, she turned and continued on, moving through the mother ship. In twenty paces she was strolling over walkways not unlike the skywalks she’d used in airports back on Earth. The walls and ceiling were made of what looked like liquid metal, the color constantly changing as alien script and messages flashed. She surmised from the bold color and images of Syndicate soldiers that the messages were probably patriotic, a way of motivating the aliens to continue to fight the good fight.  
 After several glass walkways and colloidal footpaths, she found herself working her way through the ship’s lower levels. One area was a vast warehouse of open metal shelving holding aisle after aisle of foodstuffs, gear, and munitions in oddly shaped containers.  
 The scent of bacon—or maybe sausage patties, she couldn’t be sure—wafted over from a nearby doorway, and she entered the mess hall. Instead of people serving food, there were drones that hummed and buzzed around long silver benches where hot food of some kind was being prepared. 
 Quinn turned up her nose at most of the food, but grabbed several pieces of fruit and dried meat. She ate while continuing on, taking mental stock of every inch of the ship, every nook, every possible hiding spot. Worried that some of the Syndicate spies might be surveying her, Quinn bided her time. It was too early to go and show Cody the second object.  
 Two levels down, she wandered into a room where track lighting automatically flashed on. 
 Quinn found herself in another gun range of sorts.  
 There was a locker nearby and a bevy of weapons to choose from. Just beyond this, placed in front of armored and padded walls, was a range of targets, including some figurines dressed up like Marines.  
 Upon inspection of the weapons, she was surprised to find that they contained live ammo. 
 She lifted a multi-barreled mini-gun that had been grafted onto the chassis of a machinegun. The thing felt like it weighed a hundred pounds, and had a circular ammo box dangling on one side, a thick silver harness on the other.  
 Quinn shrugged the harness over her shoulders and deadlifted the contraption up, nearly losing her balance. 
 Even if it made sense, she had always been surprised and a little embarrassed at how easily weapons had instilled confidence in her. Holding the weapon, she felt like she could take on the Syndicate herself, even though she knew she’d never be able to get off a single shot before her gear self-destructed.  
 Quinn felt the weight of the weapon, sliding her finger around a trigger, looking over the olive-colored barrels. A gentle squeeze of the trigger sent her flailing backwards. Damn, that was some recoil. 
 “Christ,” she muttered to herself.  
 Bracing herself this time, she fired again, a short burst that shredded one of the targets. Her eyes narrowed. As she stepped into the range, all of the pent up anger from the events of the last few days flooded through her. 
 In seconds, Quinn was charging across the range, blasting the figurines to bits, turning, emptying out her gun as the barrels began to glow red and roll over empty. 
 And then she fell to the ground behind a target, a strange mix of resignation and rage washing over her. She realized she was surrounded by the deadliest weapons in the world, maybe even the universe, and it was impossible to use them against the forces that had imprisoned her. 
 She unbuckled the gun and tossed it aside, then stared down at the only thing she had that was her own. A strange energy pulled at her from the temporal totem inside the ammo container. She needed to know what it was and whether it would reveal what Cody had suggested.  
 For now, though, keeping it out of sight was priority number one. She needed to get it back to her squad bay until she could sync up with Cody and figure the thing out.  
 *** 
 Quinn lay in her bunk, trying to think, to plan. Disordered thoughts fought for her attention, and she gave up, deciding to work off some of her energy in the training facility near the middle of the mother ship. 
 The facility was wide, with high ceilings and divided by glass walls into various training pods. There was a pod where one could train in a pressurized capsule for combat in deep space. There was another where one could prepare to fight underwater, and still another where one could enter a broad, darkened chamber, where close-quarters combat could be initiated against holographic adversaries. The mysteries of the ship were never-ending. 
 Quinn entered this last pod, donning a silver holo helmet while hoisting a black baton. She felt tiny pricks on the back of her neck, and wondered whether the helmet was fitted with the spinal implants that she’d heard Cody mention earlier, electrodes designed to enhance the user’s ability to fight. 
 She slipped through a glass door that hissed shut behind her. The lights went out and before she’d uttered a breath, she was alone and running across an icy, holographic landscape. 
 Dressed in a gray compression suit, she galloped along soaring cliffs and towers of brittle ice that loomed over what appeared to be a glacier. Down below her was a research station of some kind, small buildings and radomes that lay in ruin. 
 Amidst the wreckage was a pack of marauders, two dozen misshapen, vaguely humanoid figures who capered about near the brutalized bodies of men and women, holding bloodstained weapons.  
 The helmet contracted and Quinn felt the overwhelming urge to do violence to the marauders, who spotted and gestured at her. She moved so quickly down the glacier, it felt as if she were flying. She crashed into the training marauders, twirling her baton and bashing skulls. 
 Quinn felt pressure on her back and spun to see a marauder slamming a cudgel over her rear deltoids. The compression suit absorbed the blow, but Quinn felt pain, more than she imagined she would have felt in a simulation. 
 She swept a leg and brought the attacker down, battering his head before vaulting backward and throwing an elbow into the sternum of a female attacker. 
 More marauders appeared, pulling themselves out of holes in the ice. 
 Quinn’s reflexes were tested as the marauders charged her. She beat back the first wave, but there were so many. Clubs and poles were swung at her as Quinn parried the blows. 
 A marauder dropped to the ground on all fours and sprinted toward her when a boot came out of nowhere and crushed the brute’s midsection, knocking him back. 
 Quinn recoiled, turning to see Milo fighting alongside her. 
 “Thought you could use some help,” he said. 
 “I was doing just fine.” 
 “Not from where I was standing,” he replied with a smirk. 
 She growled and they waded into the marauders, cracking skulls, shattering kneecaps, dispatching the horde in minutes. 
 WONK! 
 The lights in the training room flashed on. 
 Quinn stood in silence for several seconds, then removed her helmet. Battle sweat poured down her face and over her body, her muscles throbbing from exertion.  
 “There’s a secret to it, Quinn,” Milo said. 
 “I suppose you’re gonna enlighten me.” 
 He nodded and smiled, removing his own helmet. “They shoot you up with adrenaline or some kinda liquid scream at the beginning. You probably felt it. Actually, I know you know what I'm talking about. I've been at your side for years, and never once saw you reach down as deep as you have the past few weeks.” 
 She thought back on the needle-like sensation when first she slipped on the helmet. 
 “The key is to conserve your energy. Do the opposite of what your body’s telling you to do. Both in the simulation and when you're using whatever Cody gave you.” 
 Quinn just stared at him. 
 “You’re welcome, by the way.” He spun his helmet like a basketball and brushed past her. 
 He was right about everything, but she still didn't know how much to share with him. Fuck it. If she couldn't trust him, then who? “What if there was a way to fight them?” 
 Milo stopped. “Come again?” 
 “The Syndicate. What if I told you I had discovered a secret?” 
 Milo stepped closer. “Go on.” 
 “We need to talk, but not here. Somewhere private. And not right now,” she said. “I’ve got to help a friend right now.” 
 “Cody, right?” Milo said, then turned away without waiting for a response.  
 No sleep tonight. Aside from having to deal with Milo, Quinn needed to know what the contraband temporal totem would reveal before she made a half-measure decision.  
 Satisfied that nobody was watching, Quinn picked up her rucksack containing the mysterious temporal totem and moved through the mother ship, toward the lab and Cody. 
 Cody was stooped over a bank of equipment, tinkering with a new piece of weaponry the Syndicate had given him. He flinched at the sound of Quinn’s footfalls, then turned and mustered a smile.  
 “Heard the mission was a success,” he said. 
 “How’d you know?” 
 He shrugged. “I’ve got my ways. Besides, the Syndicate’s like God in a way. Eyes and ears everywhere, y’know?” 
 “I hope not,” she whispered, turning to make sure the entry door was closed behind her.  
 “Did anyone follow you?” he asked.   
 She shook her head. “I strayed from the beaten path and picked us up something.”  
 Quinn placed her rucksack down on the ground and threw it open, then removed the ammo container. She reached in and withdrew the temporal totem—a small, spherical shaped crab. She held it up to Cody who cradled it like a baby. The sphere was intricately detailed, with filigreed markings running its diameter.  
 Cody placed a single finger on the object’s side, and jolted as if he felt a current emanating from it. It was as if there were some tiny motor inside the device that had just powered up. The hairs on Cody’s wrist stood at attention and he pulled his finger back.  
 “It’s the second piece to the puzzle,” he said. 
 “It better be,” she replied. “I risked my ass for that.” 
 He lifted the object, and Quinn touched his arm. “Is this thing for real?” she asked.  
 “Scientists traffic in uncertainty, Quinn. Usually, the best you’ll get out of me is an educated guess.” 
 “And it’s a wonder the others hate your fucking guts.” 
 “You’re cold.” 
 She nodded. “Like an iceberg in Siberia.” 
 Cody leaned into her, lowering his voice. “Any idea why somebody would leave it behind for us to find?” 
  “Who’s to say they did?” she asked.  
 “Things happen for a reason.” 
 “Is that the scientist in you talking, or the conspiracy theorist?” 
 “Different kinds of same, eh?” He shrugged. “I mean, what’s a conspiracy theory other than a search for the truth?” 
 She didn’t respond as Cody moved to the holographic imaging scanner and powered it up. He placed the temporal totem inside the scanner as a blue light swept over it. The scanner’s plasma-driven engine revved to life, humming and vibrating, and then Cody stepped back, recoiling, a look of bafflement on his face. 
 “What?” Quinn said. “What is it?” 
 “This isn’t supposed to be happening.” 
 He pointed and— 
 WHUNK! 
 A blast of green light filled the air in front of them, followed by a kaleidoscope of imagery and data that coalesced into another constellation. 
  Cody and Quinn looked on in awe. 
  “What is it?” asked Quinn. 
  “It’s … it’s the Cancer Constellation.” 
  He looked up at Quinn. “Y’know, the dimmest of the thirteen constellations of the Zodiac.” 
  “Why would I know that?” 
  “Doesn’t everyone?” 
  “Some of us had social lives back in school,” she replied. 
  “Yeah, well, you’re gonna wish you’d been studying with yours truly on Friday night when you hear this.” 
  He pointed to the image of the crab, and to the black areas on either side of it. “See, what the scanner does is project the most likely future path of an object. This one’s complete, also. Just like the first one you found.” 
 Cody traced the outline of the crab. “But here’s what’s really interesting. See how the constellation goes beyond the border of the holographic projector,” he continued, pointing to the dark areas. “That’s happening because the scanner doesn't know how to account for so much data.” 
  “I don’t understand a word you just said.” 
  Cody sighed. “It means the crab might be another echo from the future.” He pointed back at the constellation. “That constellation is the same, but different. See, over time the constellations change, so based on what I can tell, that image there is what the constellation will look like … in a thousand years. What we’re looking at is the full life path of the crab, or, more clearly, the past, present, and future of the Cancer constellation.” 
 Quinn’s face fell. She couldn’t tell if Cody was serious or fucking with her. “Remember how you said you were worried I’d kick your ass in five seconds?”  
 “Actually you said two, so—” 
 “You better not be lying about this,” she demanded.  
 “I’m totally serious.” His eyes showed it to be true. “I just wonder what the powers that be will say when they find out.” 
 “Who’s to say they will?” Quinn replied. 
 Cody tapped his foot on the ground. “What if I don’t have a choice but to tell them?” 
 “You’d rat us both out?”  
 He shook his head. “It’s not ratting us out, it’s reporting what we found so that they don’t take our heads.” 
 She frowned. “You know this is too important for us to let that happen.” 
 “Then figure out a way to keep this quiet, so it doesn’t come to that,” he said. 
  She nodded, glancing around nervously, but stopped short of exiting the lab. “What happened when you scanned the exo-armor?” 
 “You wouldn't believe me.” 
 “After today, I wouldn't be fazed by the sudden existence of unicorns. Come on. Give me the deets.” 
 “It vanished.” 
 “Inside the scanner?” 
 Cody nodded. “Like I said. I’m a scientist. I care more about the discovery than the outcome. I have nothing to hide from you.” 
 “Alright, Cody. I’m in. I trust you.” 
 He beamed. “Thank you, Quinn. We’re gonna make this happen, and then—”  
 The doors to the lab swung open. Quinn turned, terrified to see four Syndicate soldiers along with a familiar face—the alien who called himself Larry. She glanced at Cody and was glad to see as much shock on his face as she felt.  
 “You!” she said, jabbing a finger at Larry. 
 “Me,” he replied.  
 “You’re a fucking traitor.”  
 “We’re not even from the same species, Marine. I couldn’t possibly be a traitor.” Larry moved in, the Syndicate soldiers fanning out behind him. “Besides, you and the Potentate have more in common than I do with either of you.”  
 “You’re not part of the Icarus unit?” Quinn asked.  
 “I am,” Larry said. “But we’re not working for the Syndicate. We’re working against them.”  
 “Why didn’t you say so,” Quinn said, sarcasm dripping from her words. “We could have been working together.”  
 Larry laughed at that. “I doubt you’d side with me once you found out what my people are up to. We don’t just want to destroy the Syndicate. We want to destroy humanity.” Larry licked his lips and motioned for the Syndicate soldiers to grab the temporal totem.  
 “I was rather surprised to discover you were the one plotting against the Potentate. I mean, you’ve got offspring, don’t you? A girl, if I’m not mistaken.” 
 Quinn was silent. 
 “Oh, the things they’ll do to her once they find out that you’ve been plotting against them. They’ll send a separate team back down to Earth, I imagine. They’ll find her and kill everyone that gave her shelter, and then they’ll bring her back to this ship and the Potentate will make her pay for your crimes. If I allow the Potentate to survive that is.” 
 “So take the goddamn thing and let’s call it a day,” Quinn replied, pointing at the temporal totem as Larry drew near. Quinn inched to her right, getting within an arm’s reach of the vial of purple liquid she’d seen before. 
 Larry took a step forward, but in one fluid motion, Quinn grabbed the vial of purple liquid and flung it at him.  
 The alien reacted lightning fast, throwing up a hand to block the vial. But the glass shattered against his arm and the purple liquid splashed his midsection.  
 He screamed and clawed at himself as Quinn watched the purple liquid disappear, working itself through Larry’s flesh. In an instant, he began dissolving from the inside out, flesh rippling, splitting apart.  
 The alien screamed and Quinn shrieked to Cody, “GRAB MY WAIST!” 
 Cody grabbed Quinn around the waist as Larry stumbled back into a collection of liquids and gasses that smashed, setting the lab on fire. In seconds, blue and orange balls of flame were filling the air, engulfing the Syndicate soldiers as Quinn slammed her hand down on the red button— 
 BARUUUM! 
 The rear wall of the lab opened and the space was filled with the ear-shattering howl of unseen suction devices that powered up and blasted everything in the lab out of the mother ship. Sirens began wailing and red lights flashed, and Quinn realized they only had minutes, maybe just seconds, before somebody else came to investigate.   
 The power from the suction devices was immense. First to go were the fire-smothered Syndicate soldiers, who wailed as they were lifted up and jettisoned into deep space.  
 Quinn gritted her teeth, holding onto a metal bar at the side of the lab, Cody’s arms wrapped around her torso as they hung, suspended in the air. 
 “HIT THE BLUE BUTTON, QUINN!” Cody shouted. 
 Quinn fought against the pressure of the suction devices, reaching a hand out toward a blue button that was positioned just below the red one. 
 Her fingers were almost upon it when— 
 WHACK! 
 Black, gnarled claws raked her hand. 
 Quinn flinched. Her eyes saucered as she watched Larry fighting to overtake her.  
 He was alive. Barely.  
 His body resembled a corpse that had been unearthed from an alien graveyard. His flesh was necrotic, peeling off in streamers, little puffs of smoke erupting from the gaping holes where the acid was devouring his body. His jawbone was visible, as was the ligature near his wrists as his hands closed on Quinn’s arm.   
 “YOU BITCH!” the alien shrieked.  
 He lunged, and Quinn did the only thing she could.  
 She violently head-butted him, and the alien’s skull split apart, brain matter oozing out. 
 Larry scrabbled for purchase, and Quinn kicked at his body, which broke apart as what was left of the alien disintegrated. The remnants of his carcass scattered and were sucked out into the minatory blackness on the other side of the lab. 
 With every ounce of remaining strength, Quinn punched the blue button, and the wall on the lab sealed shut. 
 Quinn and Cody slumped to the ground, their bodies intertwined like dancers.  
 Cody was the first to recover. He levered himself up, surveying the lab, largely in ruins. He raced to the scanner and looked inside. A moment later he was pulling out the temporal totem—it was still there. He hid it inside a metal locker, and then turned with Quinn as the doors to the lab opened once again to reveal Marin and a contingency of Syndicate guards. 
 Marin entered and looked around, banners of smoke still hovering over the wreckage of the lab.   
 “There was an accident,” Cody said. “The wrong chemicals were mixed and there was an explosion. Quinn saved us… she saved the ship. If it wasn’t for her, there would’ve been a massive blast.” 
 Marin eyed every inch of the room, and then her gaze landed on Quinn.  
  “I hope you can explain exactly what happened.” 
  “I can,” Quinn said.   
 Marin nodded and gestured for the Syndicate guards to follow as she turned and exited.  
 Cody helped Quinn to her feet, then whispered, “What the hell did we just do?” 
 “We struck the first blow against the Syndicate.” 
   
 




Chapter Twenty-Nine: Resist

   
 Giovanni stood at the top of the Stratosphere, looking out over the oasis of Vegas at night. Once, this place would have been full of bright lights, but now, to keep away the attention of the Syndicate and any possible roaming eyes, it had gone black. Which cut down on light pollution, and made the stars visible.  
 Somewhere out there, Quinn was likely fighting alongside the Syndicate, looking for a way of escape, wondering if her daughter was still alive. Or, perhaps, she had already lost hope. And then there was her daughter, Sammy … feeling abandoned, hopeless.  
 All because of those Syndicate sons of bitches.  
 The thought ate at Giovanni and he gripped the railing, feeling like he could tear it from the wall and break it in half.  
 Then a voice sounded, instantly calming him.  
 “We will win, you know.” 
 He turned back to see Luke, staring at him, hands in his pockets and a smile on his face.  
 Disbelieving, Giovanni lowered his gaze. “Are we all screwed here?” Giovanni asked.  
 “I’ll be honest.” Luke stepped up beside him, looked out over the city, and then placed a hand on Giovanni’s. “We’re going to rip them to shreds. They have no idea what’s coming, because when we’re done with those Syndicate invaders, they’ll be begging us to let them die.” 
 A warm tingle went up Giovanni’s arm, and for a moment he wanted to laugh. But instead, he dropped Luke’s hand, took him by the shoulders, and kissed him. It wasn’t anything like he had expected, but better in odd ways. He tasted of coffee and nutmeg and his lips were firm, not soft and delicate like so many books described lips as they were meant to be.  
 And with that first taste, Giovanni wanted more. He wanted to never let go.  
 It was only when Luke pulled back with a gasp for air and a look of Whoa on his face that Giovanni bit his lip and doubted his action.  
 “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have, I—” 
 He was interrupted as Luke came in for more, kissing his cheek and then his neck, but that’s where he stopped. His hand ran through Giovanni’s hair, and the two stood there in an embrace.  
 “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted this.” Luke pulled back, brow furrowed. “But you kept pushing me away.” 
 “I—I wasn’t sure.” 
 “Of me? My feelings?”  
 “Whether it was the smart move, in light of all this.”  
 Luke nodded, and turned back out to the horizon beyond the city. “Out there, those bastards want us dead. But when you have something worth fighting for, you push yourself that much harder.” 
 “And if I lose you?”  
 “It’ll hurt, but then you’ll fight even harder. For justice. For revenge. Or so that the rest of the world won’t suffer as you did.”  
 Luke took him again, pulling him close and resting his coarse cheek against Giovanni’s. “What matters is that we’re true to ourselves along the way.” 
 “You sound like a commercial for a self-help book,” Giovanni said, with a laugh.  
 “Better than a commercial for suicide by inaction.” 
 “I don’t know what that means,” Giovanni said. “And what makes you so confident anyway?”  
 “Finally got an intel report back that confirms our inside person is legit,” Luke said. “We’ve got a real shot.”  
 “I could kiss you right now,” Giovanni said, as he held his gaze. Then he went ahead and followed through. Pulling back, he said, “So, we’re doing this? Me and you?”  
 Luke smirked. “Fuck ‘em, right?”  
 “Fuck ‘em.” 
 “Come on,” Luke said, taking him by the hand and leading him to the elevator. “We have to get ready. We’re moving north. That child your friend was talking about? I asked, and turns out she’d be somewhere around the region we’re headed. You’ll likely find out soon enough if she’s alive or not.” 
 “And Quinn?” 
 “The Marine?” Luke glanced up at the sky. “Shit, if you meet her again, it might be at the end of her gun.” 
 “She wouldn’t pull the trigger.” 
 “Like the intel says, the implants self-destruct. She doesn’t really get a say in the matter.”  
 “She’d likely let herself be destroyed.”  
 “I think you’re forgetting the very thing you were just fretting over. She may love you. You may be like a brother to her. But her daughter will always be more important to her, and she won’t give up until she knows she’s safe.”  
 They reached the elevator and waited for the doors to open, then Luke gave him a skeptical look. “But let’s hope we never have to find out.” 
   
 




Epilogue

   
 Quinn lay in bed, trying to imagine what Marin had in store for her, and pondering what the temporal totems could really mean. They were their ticket out of there. And so far, it seemed pretty damn clear that the objects had to do with time travel of some sort, though that didn’t exactly make sense. At this point, she didn’t give a damn if it made sense, though, as long as there was a chance she could end it and someday be reunited with her daughter again.  
 She was about to close her eyes and get some sleep, when a grinding noise sounded and the door opened. With a jolt she was up, ready for Marin or her entourage of guards, but as the figure stepped forward, she relaxed at the silhouette she had come to recognize clearly—Cody.  
 “Wh—what is it?” she asked. “A new discovery or something?” 
 “Something,” he replied, and then approached her. Before she knew what was happening, he had wrapped his arms around her and his hips were pressed firmly against hers. 
 She pulled back, staring at him in the near darkness, and asked, “What the hell was that?”  
 “We’re playing with fire here,” he said. “It could all end at any moment, for either of us. I couldn’t imagine that happening without ever having kissed you.”  
 She breathed in deep with that thought and, as troubling as it was, it made her smile.  
 “I’m sorry if I—” he began, but his words were cut off as she now grabbed him, pulled him close, and showed him some real passion with a kiss that lingered.  
 After several seconds, she pulled back. “I’m not kissing you because of what you said. I’m doing it because I know we’re going to kick their asses, and when we do I don’t want any awkward, built-up sexual tension between us. I want you at my side, holding my hand in victory, because we’re going to take them down together.”  
 And as she took him again, this time throwing him onto the bed and joining him a second later as she removed her shirt, she knew her words were true. Those alien bastards and all the traitorous cowards who stuck with them were going to pay.  
   
   

THE END 
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BLOOD RUNNERS: ABSOLUTION


 



   
 Marisol, or “Sling,” as some of the Olders called her, held her rifle at shoulder level to peer through the scope, searching, hunting. The dark blue skies of pre-dawn cast a blue hue across New Chicago, and then she saw him, saw the man in the window, always staring out from that skyrise, one of the few that remained, gazing in her direction.  
 Well, not her specifically, but to the barracks inhabited by the hunters, the area where she and the other so-called “Apes” lived. 
 Their predecessors, cops and national guardsmen and the like, had worked to restore law and order after First Light (the local euphemism for the Unraveling, the purported solar storm that ended the old ways) and the populace, upon seeing them arrive for the first time in their militarized, then-shimmering black gear and body armor, had nicknamed them Apes. 
 The name stuck and the youngest of the Apes, Marisol, took some small measure of satisfaction from seeing images in the basin of the long-dead creatures with their muscle-quilted bodies and silver backs and faces seemingly screwed up in perpetual disgust. They were strong and powerful, and so was she. 
 Even though she had no idea who the man watching her was, she wanted to pull the trigger and watch him fall. Anyone who peered in the direction of the Apes often had to have sins enough worth dying for. An infatuation with their trade meant a love of death.  
 But she couldn’t give him that gift today. It wasn’t her place, and honestly, the rifle wouldn’t shoot that far. She and the other Apes were segregated, kept far enough away from the populace, from what was left of the great unwashed masses.  
 Life in the barracks could be cold and cruel, but it was still better than being outside of the city. Out there, beyond the New Chicago’s great wall was darkness and the horrible things that toiled there… the Threshers. She’d never seen one personally, but she had heard stories. Rumors mostly … creatures that survivors only whispered about. Nightmarish, rapacious, brain-cleansed beasts. Humanoid animals, long-limbed abominations with skin as white as mushrooms and burned-out eyes that hid a demonic madness.  
 Yeah, she’d take this ostracized lifestyle any day over being cast out to deal with them.  
 She turned to her duty of the night, picking up the blood stained knife and shirt, and moving to the bathtub to scrub them. As often as possible, she kept her distance in a hunt. However, more often than she liked to admit, she had to move in for the kill, feeling the life drain out around her hand as she sunk her blade into flesh.  
 It disgusted her, but it also filled her with wonder. Wonder at the delicate nature of existence.  
 The blood washed from the knife easily enough, but not so the shirt. Disgusted and drained, she stripped bare and stepped into the tub, scrubbing at herself now, fighting to get clean. No matter how long she lived as a Hunter, the sensation of feeling somehow unclean would never truly go away, she imagined.  
 That’s what Farrow told her, anyway. When they had gone on their first hunt together, he saw the look in her eyes and said, “Embrace the darkness. Let that feeling become one with you. Better to embrace it than spend a lifetime fighting in futility.”  
 And embrace it she had, she thought as she toweled off and stepped from the tub. There wasn’t another Hunter alive now that could keep up with her. She had smoked them all, and meant to keep it coming too. Being the best kept her alive, and it kept her in the need.  
 Born several summers before First Light, she was nearly six feet tall, with a wave of copper-colored hair knotted on top, the tiniest piercing on the right side of her nose, and arms and legs that were sinewy and limber after years of successful hunts. 
 And because of her success during the hunts, she received the assurance that none of the other Hunters would ever touch her. That they would allegedly defend her to their last breath if needed. Yeah, she’d say that was worth training her ass off all day every day.  
 Standing there with the toasty, dry air of her room warming her still slightly damp skin, she considered her bed and the panties and t-shirt she had put out for the night. But it was early still, and in spite of her rule that she train harder than everyone else, she believed wholeheartedly that rewards had to be part of one’s routine.  
 Another successful hunt deserved another successful trip into the city for a drink. Shit, she might even have two or three. They might help wash away those last dying groans and whimpers that she never could quite block out without the help of some good, old-school basement hooch. Honestly, the underground spirits were horrible stuff, but after the senior Apes had basically forced it down her throat one night to jeers and hollers, she learned to almost enjoy the stuff. She liked it enough to return for it on nights like this, anyway. 
 She dressed, putting on one of seven black outfits she wore, all made of some repurposed compression material that was the required wear for her and the other Apes. It clung tight to her body like a second skin, with red lines like blood running up each side. If they were caught out in the city not wearing the sign of the Hunters, the punishment could be severe. And if they engaged in a brawl or spilled civilian blood without the outfit to let the opponent know they were Hunters, well, they might as well throw themselves to the Threshers.  
 Ducking out a rear entrance and sneaking around the barracks, not that she wasn’t allowed, but because she really preferred to be alone right now and so didn’t want to be spotted, she crouched and ran for the gateway. She was relieved to reach it without anyone challenging her, and then angled sideways, away from it toward a wall that she gingerly hopped over.  
 Marisol paused on the other side of the wall, crouching, waiting to see if footsteps or shouting followed her. Nothing. All clear.  
 The grass was moist from a late afternoon drizzle, but not so slippery that it impeded her descent.  
 She made her way across a depression in the earth, then turned to follow the canal that zigzagged along toward the heart of the city and that damned tower with the silhouette of the man who’d earlier been staring at her, still visible in the window.  
 Alone in her thoughts, Marisol massaged her neck and wondered what life was like for the elite in their fancy towers and skyscrapers that crowned the ground near the horizon. After the sky had fallen and that first seemingly endless night smothered the land, an America that had been slowly sipping at perdition finally took a knee.  
 The people that survived what came after the end of the machines, the riots, looting, fire-bombings, convulsions, and generally trying times, hunkered down in fortified keeps in the interior of cities like Chicago, which became a sort of permanent Gaza Strip/flea-market meld inhabited by the terrified and downtrodden, of which Marisol was one before she’d found her place among the Hunters.  
 Not all had been so lucky though, as the ghettos of the city showed.  
 To protect the populace, the decision had been made after the world ended to build a wall around everything, an incongruity of metal and wood that stood on the other side of what was once the South Branch of the Chicago River.  
 Over the last several years, the wall was strengthened with lengths of stout wood, cinderblock, metal beams, and whatever could be pried loose from the city’s industrial past. Checkpoints were added and haphazardly built turrets constructed over low points, the wall soon dividing “New Chicago” from the Q-Zone, the quarantine zone, and all the mysteries that lay beyond.  
 In spite of the wall (or perhaps because of it), the buildings littered around the center of New Chicago had soon started to sag, the pipes throughout the city burst apart, with thick grass and foliage sprouting up in great abundance through nearly every inch of buckled asphalt and cement.  
 The living kept to themselves and shared “leftover logs”—lists with the names of survivors who’d lived through the Unraveling—along with vegetables and other goods they managed to scavenge and grow in greenhouses and small plots of green up on the tops of towering, soot-stained buildings that rose out of the smudged sky like the horns on the head of some great beast.  
 The survivors kept vigil behind boarded-up windows and bolted doors and lived for the light. In the early years after the Unraveling, they’d ceded the night and the streets and all the lands beyond them to the misshapen things that moved under cover of darkness. 
 Marisol preferred not to think of this though, instead turning to look out beyond the city limits and over the sinuous banks of a wide river that curled through the center of town. Out there and beyond the wall, nature had long ago reclaimed much of what it had given up in the prior decades. Vast prairie-fields that had been denuded in the rush for farmland and acreage for corn and soy biofuels sprang up once again. Illimitable vegetation took hold in the prairie-fields, along with other things, creatures that survivors only whispered about at first.  
 The Thresher.  
 The thought of the dead-eyed monsters was enough to send a chill up her spine, so she wrapped her arms around herself and hunkered down, eyes on the gravel path before her. That’s when she saw the purple glow of light reflecting on damp cement ahead. Marisol looked up and smiled.  
 “The Fallen Hero,” she said, reading the name of a local bar with a smile. “My only friend.”  
 As if in welcome, the bar’s sign blinked off for a moment before flashing back on with a spark, and she laughed. “It’s good to see you too. Now give me a goddamn damn drink, you asshole.” 
 Each step felt a little lighter now, excitement boiling up inside her.  
 A hissing sound came from nearby and she passed the corner of the building to see a man standing there, pissing. He turned to face her, not bothering to cover himself or even to stop urinating.   
 “Come on, man,” she said, shielding her eyes as he shook. She kept walking, but heard a zip and then footsteps. She stopped. She could hear the man advancing on her and so she warned him, “Walk away, dickhead.” 
 “You’re one of them,” the guy said.  
 She turned and he pointed at her. 
 “Hey, you got a problem with me? You’re not better than me, you’re a piece of shit!”  
 She paused, watching trickles of piss running down the front of his worker pants. The guy was sloshed.  
 “I’m just here for a drink” she said.  
 “My son was a Runner. Keyword, was. He was gunned down by one of your people.” 
 “Then he did his duty for the survival of society,” she said, and nodded. She tried to turn, but the man closed the distance between them quickly and she found his thick hand on her shoulder. On instinct, she turned with a fist forming and then clocked him across the jaw.  
 He fell to the ground with a yelp, and sat there staring up at her with fury.  
 “I’m sorry for your loss,” she said. “I really am. But that doesn’t give you the right to touch me. Now get the hell out of here.”  
 She walked off, relieved to hear he wasn’t following. The last thing she needed right now was to have to beat the hell out of him and get in some serious trouble. Double doors soon opened to the smell of fermented bread and potatoes, sweat-slicked men and women, and—she sniffed and cringed—yes, that was definitely vomit. Sometimes having an enhanced sense of smell wasn’t a good thing.  
 Sitting in the corner, by himself in the shadows, was Farrow. Clad in a tactical vest and black pants, Farrow was just turning the corner on forty, a broad-shouldered, hulking bruiser with a surprisingly soft side. A broad grin splashed across her face.  
  “The hell are you doing here?” he said when he looked up to see her standing over his table. “Stalking me, I see.” 
 “Something like that. Or, maybe the world just doesn’t revolve around that gigantic head of yours. Besides, a lady can get herself a drink every now and again, right?” 
 He laughed. “Sit down then. What’ll it be?” 
 She gave him a look and a wink and he laughed, then motioned for the bartender to bring another glass of the only drink they served--a mixture of fermented bread and potatoes, which explained the stench.  
 “Have mine while we wait,” he said, sliding it over. “It’s my second anyway.”  
 “Aw, you sweetheart.” She took a swig and had to suppress her gag reflex, then swallowed. She soon took another slug of the liquid that tasted like a combination of mouth-wash and battery acid.   
 Farrow laughed. “You should see your face every time you take a drink.”  
 “It’s that bad?”  
 “Imagine a donkey. Now imagine that donkey getting rammed by an elephant, while someone screams in one ear and someone else sticks dead rat guts up its nose,” Farrow said, laughing. “That’s you, girl!”  
 She wasn’t sure whether she wanted to laugh or vomit at the thought of that. Instead she just took another swig, trying her best to control her expression this time.  
 He laughed, and nodded his thanks to the bartender for bringing the second drink. She waited for him to drink, and made a tsking sound as he swallowed, straight faced.  
 “I don’t know how you do it,” she said in awe.  
 He smiled, but looked down at his black suit, then over to hers. His finger reached out and traced the red line of her sleeve, then pulled back for another gulp. “Drink enough of these, it’s like second nature.”  
 She nodded, wondering if he was still talking about the drinks.  
 “The other guys… they treating you well?” he asked. “Nothing I need to worry about?”  
 The levity drained from her face.   
 “I can take care of myself, Farrow.”  
 He nodded. “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean you should have to. I got your back, any time, any place.” 
 The blood rushed to her head, and she wasn’t sure if she was blushing or feeling the effects of the alcohol. “To my valiant hero,” she said, mockingly, raising her glass.  
 “To the most badass chika I’ve ever known,” he said in response, his own glass raised. They clinked glasses and each took long swigs.  
 “You realize this stuff is nasty, right?” she asked.  
 He laughed. “The worst. But, there’s nothing else, so it’s also the best.”  
 She smiled and gave a nod of acknowledgement. The window showed her reflection, and for a moment she stared at the red lines running along the side of her black suit, then sighed.  
 “Does it ever get easier?” she asked.  
 “I assume we’re not talking about the drink, huh?”  
 She shook her head.  
 “No, not really. But it’s like taking a shit. Sometimes it hurts, sometimes it stings like a bitch, but it’s something you gotta do if you want to eat … and live, for that matter.” 
 She cringed. “That was wildly gross and, yet, a perfectly accurate simile.”  
 “That’s what I do,” he said with a final gulp of his drink. “Help you survive, while educating you on the ways of the world.”  
 She finished her drink and stood, then pretended to dodge left, then right, hands up as if boxing. “You want to teach me something, come try me in the ring and see what happens.”  
 “After what you did to Lefty last time? No way in hell. I prefer my nuts to work, should I ever need them.” 
 She threw her head back and laughed. It wasn’t her fault the guy had tried to grab a boob in the middle of a sparring match, and it wasn’t her fault that her natural instinct was to pound a dude’s nuts whenever they attempted anything of the sort.  
 He deserved what he got.  
 The laugh was cut-short by an image outside, something just past her reflection. The guy who had accosted her outside stood glaring on the other side of the window.  
 “Is this a problem?” Farrow asked, glancing over his shoulder.  
 “Just a little pest,” she said, ignoring it, until the douchebag slammed his hand against the glass, glaring at her.  
 Farrow stood, and the guy flipped him off.  
 “Yeah, okay,” Marisol said at that, and the two went for the door. 
 The guy was waiting, a wicked smile making his face look even uglier, if that was possible. As soon as Marisol and Farrow stepped away from the door, three of this guy’s buddies stepped out from the shadows, all looking tough and pissed.  
 “This is the bitch I told you about,” the man said.  
 “And I was going to give you a chance to run,” Farrow said, his smile fading. “But now you insulted my friend right in front of my face. So instead, I’m going to give you a chance to leave here with just an ass-kicking, no broken limbs. Now apologize to the young lady.”  
 “Go sit on this,” the man said, pulling a knife from where he’d been concealing it behind his back.  
 “Yeah, see that’s kinda the wrong answer.”  
 Farrow moved in a blur, and a moment later Marisol was cursing and moving in for the fight too. The man had his cohorts to back him up, but that didn’t help him given the speed with which Farrow moved.  
 The knife was swung and Farrow blocked it, latching a hand onto the attacker’s wrist and snapping the man’s arm so that he fell to the ground with a shriek, his arm hanging at an unnatural, sickening angle.   
 The largest of the other attackers swung for Marisol.  
 The man’s fist caught her jaw, sending her to the ground. Pissed that she’d been struck, she pushed herself up and ducked under his second swing, and came in with a punch of her own to the man’s now-exposed ribs. Farrow was there a moment later, kicking the man’s knee out, so that Marisol was able to turn to the other two attackers.  
 She held up her hands and said, “You two can still run away.”  
 When the one with the beard charged, she swept him aside with her hands in an alternate half-moon sweep, then caught him by the back of his head and slammed him hard onto an apron of concrete.  
 A kick nearly caught her head, but she dodged under it, felt a rush of dizziness as the alcohol hit her, and then grabbed the foot and twisted, sending the final attacker to the ground. Not so easy, she thought as she stood and twisted on the ankle again. It snapped and the man screamed, his foot dangling limply.  
 Farrow was on him, stomping at the man’s face, until his cries became guttural moans and then nothing.   
 “Will these people never learn?” asked Farrow. 
 “We gave them a chance to run.” 
 A quick glance around showed they had done their fair share of damage, but the screams had drawn attention, and Farrow motioned her to follow, close.  
 “Speaking of running. If someone finds out we did this, we’re screwed.”  
 “Don’t have to tell me twice,” she said, and took off into the night.  
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