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Samantha picked her way down through an untamed landscape, moving over outcroppings of red rocks, beyond thorny underbrush, and along washouts that had been without rain for weeks. She skidded down over granite cliffs and hopped by piles of moraine, the ground falling off steeply on either side into scrub-studded gullies.
At a steep hillside, she needled her way down and came to a stop on a valley floor that had the brownish color of river sediment. A fine, white mist hovered over the flat ground, shrouding everything in a hazy half light. Her mind reeled. She was lost, confused.
“Mom?” Samantha called out, hand cupped to her mouth.
Her voice echoed, but nothing stirred, save a thin breeze that shimmied through a nearby stand of brush. Somehow she’d wandered away from the base and gotten lost. But where was she? What time was it? And more importantly, where the hell were the others? She was alone and felt the bitter taste of abandonment at the back of her throat.
“MOM!” she shouted again, louder this time even as a hesitant undertone crept into her voice.
The loop of string Eli had given her began to quiver.
Something skittered at her feet. The movement was nearly imperceptible, but was there just the same. It was the dust on the ground trembling, as if being shaken in a sieve.
This was followed by a sound … far off in the distance, at first.
A dry, undulating note that rose out of the mist to become a buzzing, growing louder still, a sound that seemed composed of a million smaller sounds. The sound trailed across the valley and in seconds it was like being stuck in the middle of the world’s largest bee hive. Before she could process this, something flapped past her right ear. She turned in every direction, her eyes wild, nostrils slowly pulling back.
What was it? A locust? A small bird?
Something else suddenly wavered the air near her head. This time she saw it–a large grasshopper. It was followed by five more, then a flock of bugs flapped past, causing the mist to dissipate. The herd of insects turned upward, the congregation of bugs so large that that it nearly blotted out what little sunlight there was.
The bugs were quickly in her hair, exploring the curves of her face, the small spaces on her neck, and down near the small of her back. The ground was aswarm as well, every inch covered by something shiny and multi-legged, everything clicking and ticking as Samantha screamed and swatted them away.
She dropped to the ground and, as quickly as it began, the insect invasion was over.
The creatures had moved on.
They were retreating, she thought.
Hopping as fast as they could … away from her, or … away from something else.
Liquid suddenly appeared underfoot. Seeping up from the ground in places that looked to have been dry since the days of old. Then the earth began to bubble and water poured forth from fissures. Samantha thought back on a passage from the Bible, something about Noah and the fountains of the great deep rising up.
In seconds, the water was at her ankles, then up to her knees. She swiveled and moved back toward higher ground only to see torrents of water crashing down the hillsides, flooding the valley.
She turned to flee, but some enormous object crashed down behind her with such force that she was flung forward, falling headfirst into the water. Samantha tasted the muddy water and shot to her feet as a new sound ripped the air. A guttural, industrial sound reverberated. The kind of thing a blowtorch or a commercial furnace makes upon being started up for the first time in a very long while.
She turned to find a towering figure rising up out of the water at the lip of the horizon, piercing the murky sky. The thing was so large she thought it might be a building, a skyscraper that she’d failed to notice before. She chuckled at the absurdity of this. Who the heck would put a building out in this wasteland?
The building shunted to the left and then metallic poles, what looked like titanic outriggers on a canoe, jutted out of its sides. The outriggers dangled at impossible angles and then they speared into the water. The thing began shaking itself like a wet dog. Then the building began lumbering, crashing through the water and Samantha saw that it wasn’t a building at all, but something else … some Syndicate construct, a mechanized machine, what looked like some demonic, industrial sculpture brought to life. The thing was largely, if not completely, mechanical, but its movement and appearance made it look somehow … bestial.
The thing spider-stepped forward, and Samantha observed its core, what looked like a metal thorax that was sleek and gray and cylindrical, suspended on its outrigger-like legs. At the apex of the thorax was a turret the back of which expelled bursts of greenish gas as the thing bounded menacingly through the water with surprising agility. Just above the outrigger-legs emerged a pair of whip-like arms that resembled enormous strands of oversized, metal conduit. The arms swept down over the water, the ends containing what looked to Samantha like circular sensors that glowed red. The construct, what Samantha could now see was indeed a twenty-story, mechanized search and destroy drone, continued to swing its arms, looking for any hint of life.
A mix of fury and fear in her eyes, Samantha turned her back on the drone, the water still rising. Her pulse was racing, but she wasn’t panicking. Not yet at least. The drone loosed a cry that sounded like a symphony of jackhammers pistoning the ground all at once. Samantha sloshed forward, feeling the curling wakes left by the construct as it plowed through the water behind her. She was pushed forward by the wake, falling, swimming, fighting to reach what was still left of the rapidly vanishing shoreline and then—
A shadow passed over her like an eclipse.
The outline of the construct approaching from behind. It was so large it turned what was likely early morning into twilight.
The heat from the construct was like an oven, causing steam to rise up from the water all around her. She swiveled to see that the drone had stopped.
It had lowered its turret down on a flexible, metal ringlet, and she could see the thing’s smooth snout. One of its arms swung around, snake-like, and Samantha examined its end. Instead of a sensor, she was horrified to see a disc studded with metal teeth. The mighty disc whirred to life, lowering slowly toward her, even as the machine paused. It seemed to be appraising her!
Samantha, summoning her last ounce of courage, pointed and screamed at the drone, “If you want me, come and get me!”
The construct plunged forward. Standing there in the shadow of the metal monster, Samantha continued to scream and hurl insults. If she was going down, she would do so on her own terms. But her brave words were belied by her body language. She was scared now, her face knotted up in agony and defiance. Sucking a breath through her teeth, she raised her arms and closed her eyes and tried to will some of the magic Hadrian had showed her back into the world. The spinning disc didn’t stop and nothing, aside from fury and fear, emanated from Samantha who stood, rooted in place. She opened her eyes at the instant that the metal teeth scythed toward her on the spinning disc and—
WHUNK!
Flashed past, directly over her head.
Slamming into something behind Samantha!
There was a cloud of friction sparks, Samantha was cowering, but still able to see the disc glance off the leg of something else, an enormous form that was descending from the sky like a puppet on a string. The thing, and she assumed it was another machine or construct, was so immense that it was impossible to estimate its size. All she could see was one titanic leg falling down—
BOOM!
With sufficient force to disperse the water all around her until she could see dry land once again. Another leg slammed down and the thing from the sky strode forward, each step like an earthquake. She sensed that whatever this second beast was, it was no ally of the Syndicate drone.
She soon found herself sandwiched between the behemoths, and the Syndicate drone reared up and charged forward. The machine leaped over Samantha and drove itself into the leg of the second drone with the force of a wrecking ball.
The two machines began battling as Samantha looked on. But the Syndicate drone was no match for the larger machine that plucked it up with two mighty pincers and tore it apart. Samantha covered her head as the detritus from the gutted drone splashed down all around her. Then a triumphant howl emanated from the monstrous thing from the sky, a sound so loud that it blew out her eardrums. Blood geysered from the piping of her nose as—
“AGHHHH!” Samantha woke from this vision with a terrible start, screaming, lacquered with fear sweat. She rolled over, gasping for breath, peering up to see Luke and Calee gaping down at her. Their foreheads were creased with worry. Luke moved over and knelt beside her, taking her wrist in his hand.
“I saw one of them,” Samantha said. “It was huge … it was like a building that had sprouted legs.”
“It was a nightmare,” Luke said, mustering a smile.
Samantha leaned back and clasped her hands around her knees. She began rocking back and forth, just like she’d always done to self-soothe when she was a child. She’d read a book a year earlier about native people, about something called “dreamtime” or “time out of time.” A semi-mythical experience of encountering, in the present, an out of time past, a feeling of the past colliding with the future, everything happening all at once.
She knew it was no true dream.
A quake rumbled through her small frame. She felt a burning in her arms, which were still splotched red, and smelled the odor of burning matches. Her pupils contracted and everything seemed to spring into focus. It was as if the doors of perception had been heaved open, so many disordered thoughts assaulted Samantha all at once.
She thought of things she had no earthly reason to consider: the basis for the rise and fall of civilizations, Fermi’s paradox, the reasons why prior to the invasion, there had been no confirmed contact with any other, intelligent life. At that moment, and immediately after her vision, it all made sense. In a universe that was billions of years old with solar systems separated by space and time, there had likely been other intelligent life. Other civilizations had indeed emerged, developed, and blossomed, only to be snuffed out by the same thing that Hadrian had warned her about. What was it?
Destroyer of worlds, a voice cooed in her ear. The very same thing that had descended from the sky in her vision and eviscerated the Syndicate drone as if it was a child’s plaything.
The dust had fallen figuratively from her eyes. Whatever that dark force was, it was coming again. She could feel it in her marrow.
She stopped rocking and her eyes swung up to Luke and Calee.
“The Syndicate – it – I don’t think they’re the enemy,” she gasped.
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Before Luke and Calee could react, there came a loud knock at the door. Samantha turned and the door burst open to reveal four burly resistance fighters. Three of them held rifles, the fourth clutched an old-school Taser gun.
The resistance fighters whispered to each other and pointed and then tromped toward Samantha. When Luke rose and ran to protect Samantha, he was dropped with a shot from the Taser gun. He fell to the ground, writhing, as Calee shrieked and was met by the barrel of a gun.
“It’s okay,” Samantha said, waving Calee off. “I’ll go quietly.”
Samantha’s bindings were cut. They grabbed her, hauled her through the blast door and then marched her down a narrow inlet that meandered between the silo’s primary corridors. She fought off thoughts of her vision, focusing instead on the fact that her hands were free. Surreptitiously, she began wriggling her fingers, focusing her mind’s eye, trying to muster up the stored energy she’d been able to unleash back in the grocery store.
“Okay, so let’s get the weirdness over with. What have you guys got planned for me?” Samantha asked.
One of the guards, a bald shit-kicker cloaked in urban camouflage, grabbed her shoulders and turned her around.
“We were told not to speak with you,” the fighter said.
“Good to see you’re following orders,” Samantha replied.
“Don’t listen to her,” another fighter said. “You know what Xan told us.”
Samantha frowned. “What’d she tell you?”
“That you’re one of them. That you’re an alien,” answered the fighter, some trepidation in his voice.
Samantha thought about this. Then she leaned into the fighter as if readying to whisper a secret to him. “You know what?” she asked. “Xan’s right. I’ve been sent down from the skies in the form of the young, yet surprisingly hip and very cool chick that you see before you. I’ve come to teach you all a lesson!”
The fighters traded looks and then Samantha cackled devilishly and threw out her arms as if casting a spell. The fighters flinched, stepping back and that’s when Samantha struck. She punted the closest fighter as hard as she could in the groin.
The fighter timbered to his knees and, in the confusion, Samantha darted back and dashed off down through the silo’s cramped hallways. She dodged right, then hooked a left as a siren sounded from behind.
Grabbing the railings on a staircase, she pulled herself up onto a catwalk and leaped forward. Her mind was in overdrive, trying to simultaneously consider all avenues of escape while avoiding detection. What was the plan? She’d find a way up to the surface and then take off and hide and wait for her mother to arrive. But what if she didn’t make it back? What if something had gone wrong? What if Quinn and the others had arrived only to be confronted by the other resistance fighters? Xan was certainly a rat, but was she capable of that? Would she actually try and murder her mother and the other Marines? Dark thoughts swirled as Samantha hurried forward down the catwalk.
Twenty paces later, she’d dipped into an alcove filled with supplies and closed her eyes, trying once again to duplicate the feats she’d seen with Hadrian. C’mon, she growled to herself! You did it once, you can do it again! For a moment, some primal switch deep inside her was flipped and the faces of Xan and the resistance fighters who imprisoned her took on the appearances of other people. A pack of cooler kids from back in school. The ones who’d tormented her for looking and acting different. The girls with trendy names like Emerson and Hudson, who didn’t care for the style of her hair or the cut of her clothes, or the fact that she didn’t have a father. She had visions of being locked in a trance-like state, able to summon up enough energy to teach them and Xan, and all the others who looked down on her with disdain, a lesson.
Hands in front of her face, she scrunched up her nose and pumped her fingers, waiting for something, anything, to happen and then it did! Something, some … thing fluttered in the semi-darkness. Samantha angled up a hand and a previously unseen plastic water bottle rolled into view and began quivering. Yes, she’d moved it! She twisted her wrist and the bottle seemed to move again. Footfalls echoed somewhere out beyond her hiding spot and Samantha, emboldened by the movement of the water bottle, decided it was time to confront her pursuers. She was ready to deal with them.
Smiling, she stepped out of the alcove and spotted a half-dozen resistance fighters glaring at her from the other end of the catwalk.
“Stop where you are!” she shouted in her deepest, most authoritative voice. “If you take another step I’ll punish you!”
The fighters looked at each other and then they moved forward.
Samantha threw out her hands. “TAKE THAT!” she screamed.
She’d expected flashes of light and impressive booms and the echo of thunder and then the fighters would fall down before her! That, or at the very least, they’d scream like little girls and run away.
But … nothing happened.
Not a friggin’ thing.
“Crap,” Samantha said. She stared at her hands. She whipped them out again and closed her eyes and concentrated so hard she thought she was going to get a migraine.
Still nothing.
A resistance fighter grabbed her.
“I’m warning you,” Samantha said. “You don’t know who you’re messing with. I’ve got serious mystical powers.”
“Yeah, we’re all pissing our pants,” the fighter said. Gales of laughter followed from the fighter’s comrades. Samantha felt herself being lifted up and thrown over the fighter’s shoulder like a sack of trash and then she was hauled back down the corridor. As she was carried in the gloominess of the silo, Samantha scanned her arms, wondering whether it had all been some kind of illusion. Maybe she’d just imagined all of the things with Hadrian. Maybe she didn’t have any powers at all. Maybe she was the same, boring loser she’d always been. Yeah, maybe it was that, or perhaps it was something more sinister. Maybe she’d lost her mind at some point during the invasion. She closed her eyes and little jolts of pain needled her temple as she was hauled deeper into the silo.
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Q uinn saw the fist before she felt it drive the air from her lungs. She’d been hauled to her feet by a long-haired resistance fighter with hands that resembled wooden mallets. The fighter was shadowed by seven additional guards in torn camouflage, all heavily armed.
The Marines, along with Mackie, Hawkins, and Mira had been stripped of their armor and gear and were standing in their underwear, bound, with their arms behind their backs.
“This is for what you done down in New Mexico,” the long-hair said before punching Quinn hard in her chest.
“You hit like an old lady,” Quinn said, taking the blow, her intestines doing a somersault.
The long-hair slugged her again, staggering Quinn, dropping her to one knee.
The fighter grabbed Quinn by the back of her hair and snapped her neck back.
“I had friends down there,” the fighter said.
“That shocks me,” Quinn said.
“That I was down there?”
“No, that you had friends.”
The fighter kicked her in the gut.
She fell onto her back and the fighter straddled her. “I should slab your sorry ass, bitch,” the fighter said. “You killed some good goddamn people.”
Quinn snatched in a breath, studying long-hair and the other guards who’d treated them roughly. She quickly made mental notes of their features, making sure she knew whose asses to kick once she found a way out of her bindings. “I didn’t have a choice,” Quinn finally hissed back. “The scuds forced us to go on those operations.”
“Bullshit!” the fighter bellowed, leaning down, readying to strike another blow.
“She saved our asses!” Hawkins blurted out, all eyes suddenly on him. “Up on the asteroid we ran into some serious shit.”
“She put her life on the line for us,” Mackie seconded.
“The only reason we’re here is because of what she did,” Mira added.
Long-hair turned to Hawkins and his expression softened for a moment. “You got a big heart and some serious stones, Hawkins, but you’re wrong on this one. The only way this ends well for you, Mackie, and Mira, is if you get up in front of everybody in this place and renounce the fucking Marines and ask for forgiveness.”
Hawkins cast looks at Mackie and Mira who shook their heads. He turned back to the long-haired fighter, a look of sorrow washing over his face. “Back in the Rangers they gave medals out to people who were willing to sacrifice themselves so that others might gain. I thought that’s how it was with the resistance, but I was wrong. You boys talk a good game, but you really only want people who are willing to sacrifice others so that you might gain yourselves.”
“Suit yourself,” long-hair said, grabbing Quinn by the scruff of her neck. She cobra-spat in his eyes and he stumbled back as the other guards raised their weapons.
“ENOUGH!” somebody shouted.
Quinn and the others looked up to see Comerford standing in the open doorway. His chest was puffed out and he looked pissed. “What the hell is going on in here?!” he thundered.
“We were just discussing all the ways the Marines done us wrong,” the long-haired fighter replied, shooting a final glare in Quinn’s direction.
“That is a conversation for another day,” Comerford replied. “I want them up and out of here and back down in the sleeping quarters. Now.”
Long-hair and the other guards grumbled, then reluctantly prodded the Marines and the others and marched them out of the storage room and into the sleeping quarters Quinn had previously shared with Samantha.
Long-hair and the other guards tossed the sleeping quarters after shoving Quinn and the others to the ground. They removed the bed and anything that could theoretically be used as a weapon. When this was over, Comerford watched his fighters exit the room and then stood in the doorway, a tired expression tinged with sadness etching his face.
“Don’t. Do not say it,” Quinn muttered. “Do not cheapen this moment by saying that you’re sorry for what your people have done.”
“That’s fine, because I wasn’t going to say that,” Comerford replied. “For Crissakes, I’m responsible for more than seven-hundred people, Sergeant. We’ve lived through one catastrophe already, I can’t permit another to happen. Frankly I don’t know what to think about this whole thing, but I did see something on Alexandra’s phone and I need to take some precautions until it’s all sorted out.”
“What did you see?” Quinn asked.
“Something involving your daughter.”
Anger flashed in Quinn’s face. Her lips pulled back and she snarled while trying to dislodge her bindings.
“She’s safe,” Comerford said. “We’ve got her in another room.”
Quinn’s eyes widened. “If you do anything to her…”
“We won’t. We recognize all that you’ve done, but I’ve got to protect my people and get to the bottom of this. Surely you can understand that.”
“Think hard about what you’re doing,” Quinn said. “There’s a hundred ways this could end badly for you and maybe one or two that might not. If I were you, I’d focus on the one or two and let us out.”
“I can’t do that,” Comerford replied, his voice quivery. “Least not yet.”
“In that case, I’d advise you to close that door and go eat a bowl of cold fuck, asshole,” Renner hissed.
Choosing not to respond, Comerford stepped back through the door when Quinn called out. “Tell Xan it’s probably best if she leaves the base. ‘Cos I’m coming for her. Somehow, some way, Xan’s ass is mine. She’s at the top of the list, Comerford. I’m hoping like hell that you don’t find yourself there too.”
Comerford released a spluttered sigh, then slammed the blast door shut and locked it. Silence stretched between those in the room for several seconds. Quinn slumped to the ground, back pressed to the wall. Her eyes roamed the space and finally found Hawkins.
“Thanks for the kind words,” she said.
Hawkins smiled and nodded. With the heels of his boots he drew a crude circle in the dust on the ground and then marked an “X” in the middle of the circle. “You know what that is?” he asked.
Quinn shook her head.
“That circle there has been around since the dawn of time. Humans were always the ‘X,’ the ones on the inside. The shit that wanted to kill us was on the outside. How it is that the resistance somehow went outside of that circle, I’ll never know.” Hawkins shook his head in disgust.
Renner started tapping the tips of his fingers on his knees. “Fuck that circle and fuck Comerford and the others. First they tried to off us with a bomb on the command ship and then this bullshit?! After we risked our asses to snag the totem!”
“At ease,” Hayden said. “Xan and some of the others are rats, but that man Comerford’s scared and he’s just looking out for his people. You might do the same if you were in his shoes.”
Renner mumbled to himself as Giovanni nodded.
“Scared people do stupid things,” Giovanni said. “Gunny’s right. Comerford’s a decent guy. He’s just caught up in something I don’t think he understands.”
Mira turned to face Quinn. “What the hell do you think they meant that it involved your kid?”
Quinn shook her head. She didn’t have a good answer for this, other than an assumption that Samantha had either mouthed off or happened upon something she was never meant to see. But so what if she had? She was twelve years old and that’s what kids do. Stupid shit. There was no reason to lock everybody up unless it was something far more serious.
“Quinn, I’m going to say something here,” Milo said. “Promise me you won’t get pissed.”
“I promise,” Quinn replied. “As long as it’s not something incredibly stupid about Samantha.”
“It’s probably not a shocker to think that your daughter’s gotten in over her head.”
Quinn’s nostrils flared. “Careful, Milo…”
“What I meant is, she’s been doing crazy stuff ever since the invasion happened, hasn’t she? I heard the stories. Going off on her own, fighting the aliens. What kinda twelve-year old does stuff like that?”
“So what are you saying, Milo?” Quinn asked, some heat in her voice.
“Maybe this is all a cry for help. Maybe you need to do a better job of parental overwatch,” Milo said. “Maybe Samantha needs a male presence in her life to balance things out. I’d be happy to be a mentor without smothering her.”
“Okay, so you’re saying I what? Smother her?”
“Well, you can’t have ‘smother’ without ‘mother,’ right?” he said with a sheepish grin.
Quinn mouthed Milo’s words silently, then she said, “I’m glad you said that, because it did help clarify at least one thing.”
“Really? What’s that?” Milo asked.
“That Xan is now officially not at the top of my shit list anymore.”
“Stand down, you two,” Giovanni said. “This isn’t helping anybody. We need to formulate a plan.”
Mira glanced around. “We need something to work with.”
Renner shook his head. “They took all of the good stuff. We’re screwed.”
“Check out the TV,” Quinn whispered.
Everyone glanced over at the TV.
“You see what’s on top of it?” Quinn asked.
Renner nodded, he saw Zeus, the toy robot still perched on it.
“That’s our way out,” Quinn said.
Renner nodded slowly. “Okay … so a toy robot is going to bust us out, huh? It’s a real shame they did away with Section 8, Quinn, because you are downright loco.”
“There’s something hidden inside the robot, you idiot.”
Quinn rocked her body left and right and then fell sideways. Then she grunted and rolled again and again until she was near the television. Levering herself up, she bumped into the TV, dislodging Zeus so that it clattered to the ground. She kicked the toy over to Hayden.
“Get it behind you and pop the head off,” Quinn commanded.
Hayden shimmied around, worming his hands until he was able to grasp the small toy. With much effort, he worked his fingers over Zeus’s metal body. He grasped the robot’s head and twisted it off, yelping. “Shit!”
“There’s a knife in there,” Quinn said.
“Now you tell me,” Hayden replied.
Quinn rolled back over until she was seated beside Hayden. She inched over until they were sitting roughly back-to-back. Hawkins flopped over until he was seated between the two, able to watch Hayden lift Zeus’s body with the knife up a few inches off the ground. Hawkins did a play-by-play, directing Hayden on the proper angles to take with the knife. After several failed attempts, Hayden maneuvered the knife across Quinn’s bindings. He commenced sawing the knife back and forth.
Quinn could feel the blade working on her bindings. Teeth bared, she put pressure on her wrists, hoping to weaken the bindings. Hayden dropped the blade twice, fumbling for it, then recommencing the sawing. This went on for several minutes and then—
WHUNK!
Quinn’s bindings came loose. A muted cheer rose up from the others as Milo forced a smile, staring at the blade that was now in her hands.
“I was just kidding about you smothering Samantha by the way,” he said.
“You’re lucky I don’t smother you,” Quinn replied, cutting his bindings. She turned and quickly freed the others. They commenced with scouring the space, looking for anything to use as a weapon. They soon found that the room was devoid of anything useful, aside from the legs of a metal table that were soon pried loose to use as clubs.
Moving to the blast door, Quinn ran her hands over its smooth surface. She felt along its edges, searching for a handhold, but the door was as smooth as a stone.
“We’ll jump them when they come back,” Renner said. “The rest of us sit on the ground and act like we’re still bound and one of us’ll bum rush the bastards.”
“They’ve got guns,” Mackie noted. “You might get the first one or two, but the others will let loose.”
Quinn’s fingers traced the outline of the door and eventually stopped on its massive hinges.
“Forget about it, Quinn,” Renner said. “You know what kind of door that is?”
“The locked kind,” she answered, looking back at him.
“That puppy has four inches of concrete poured in the middle. It can resist a structure fire, cutting torches, even a 7.62 millimeter round with zero penetration.”
Quinn licked her lips, annoyed. “You a goddamn door salesman now?”
“Nope, but I did see one like it in that forward operating base back in Yemen. All the Big Gov goodies were hidden inside it. Holy of Holies it was called.”
“How about its hinges?”
Renner moved over, curious, and inspected the door’s hinges. “Looks like they weigh about twenty pounds a leaf. Old-school stuff. Half inch shafts on bronze bushings that are fitted into steel blocks.”
“Tell me how to beat it,” she said.
“With what?”
“This,” Quinn said, pointing at Renner’s temple. “And this,” she added, holding up the blade that was hidden inside Zeus.
“You joking?”
“Do I look like I am?”
Renner turned back to the hinges and squinted. Then he grabbed the blade from Quinn, inserted it into the joint at the edge of the door and snapped the tip off, flattening the blade.
“There goes our only weapon,” Milo said.
Renner didn’t respond, choosing instead to insert the blade near the hinges, searching for a spot only he could see.
“Is this going to work?” Quinn said.
“Maybe if we’ve got enough time. Might take an hour or two, but it’s something,” Renner whispered back. “It’s a chance.”




4





Xan marched down through the main hallway in the bottom of the silo. She was accompanied by a bear of a man in grime-splotched clothing, a handsome Hispanic resistance fighter in his forties named Esai Quarrels, who’d lost most of his right hand many months earlier during a Syndicate bombing run in the days after the initial invasion. Quarrels had just come in from a long-range patrol and had some rather startling intelligence that Xan wanted to share with Comerford. 
They found Comerford in the silo’s command center, seated in a chair, a faraway look in his eye as he peered at war footage on a bank of monitors. Comerford glanced up at Xan and Quarrels, eyes narrowed.
“This him?” Comerford asked.
“Esai Quarrels,” Xan replied with a nod and a smile. “Fresh in from the world.”
“I heard you were out in the field for the better part of three weeks.”
“More like four, sir.” Quarrels smiled, revealing a few chipped or broken teeth. He smacked his thigh and dust flew into the air from his cargo pants. 
Quarrels extended his hand and the men shook. Comerford glanced down at Quarrels hand, eyes going wide to see that he was missing all of the digits on his right hand except for his middle finger. 
“You came at the wrong time, Mister Quarrels,” Comerford said, sighing as he returned to his chair. “We got us a little predicament here.” 
“So I hear. Xan said something about a fifth column nosing around.” Quarrels traded a glance with Xan. “Somebody who maybe ain’t what they appear to be.”
“We don’t know that yet,” Comerford replied. “We’ve yet to do a proper investigation.”
“We’ve got a mole,” Xan asserted. “A kid who’s in league with the scuds.”
Quarrels sucked on his teeth. “That don’t surprise me in the least, given all the activity out in the country.” He gestured at Comerford. “May I show you something, sir?”
Comerford nodded and Xan moved over to lower the lights in the room. Quarrels snapped a tiny nano-projection device that resembled an old-school Fitbit exercise tracker around his wrist. He powered the device up, opening several windows and subwindows on the device’s minute screen. With a tap on a subwindow, the device beamed a pool of yellowish light into the air. A tap on a further subwindow conjured up forms dancing in the light.
The images were of varying quality and shot from different distances, but they all showed one thing: a vast contingent of Syndicate personnel and equipment engaged in some kind of preternaturally large engineering operation near a river that crashed down through an impressive, rust-colored set of canyonlands. Quarrels was able to manipulate the images by wiping and cross-cutting the images with the swipe of a finger. He sifted through the material as if fast-forwarding scenes in a movie. Comerford and Xan watched as the engineering work progressed at a mind-blowing pace.
Comerford looked from the images to Quarrels. “The hell are we watching here?”
“The bastards are building a base,” Quarrels said. A huge, goddamn base.”
Quarrels pointed to various scenes, including images of a gigantic metal device that looked like a drillbit on steroids. The machine was positioned over the desert floor, dangling at the end of metal ropes tethered to four enormous, airborne Syndicate drones that resembled construction cranes. 
“We estimated that thing at six-hundred feet long with a weight that’s likely ten times that of the Statute of Liberty,” Quarrels said. “It’s a piece of engineering divinity.” 
Comerford squinted. “What is it?”
“The world’s largest mechanical worm,” Quarrels said, pointing to the end, the mouth of the drillbit as it was lowered by the four airborne drones. “It’s got a massive cutterhead that’s studded with scraper bits and cutting wheels.”
Comerford watched the mouth of the drillbit spin to life and begin boring into the ground. The cutting wheels gouged into the earth and next came a soapy, white liquid that was jetted into the deepening hole via a series of nozzles that were visible on the side of the drillbit. The white liquid instantly turned the earth to muck.
“Now watch it go to work,” Quarrels said.
Comerford watched the drill disappear down into the ground, burrowing at a rapid clip. Then, an immense metallic screw curled through the middle of the drill, the action spewing the muck dug from the hole back into the air until the sky was black.
“That thing can carve a tunnel that’s thirty feet across in minutes,” Quarrels whispered. “We watched it dig out several thousand cubic yards of muck every minute, boring down hundreds of feet into the ground.”
“For what purpose?” Comerford asked, looking up.
Quarrels smiled and pointed a final time. Comerford watched as water began pouring out of the hole, spewing up, covering everything in sight. 
Quarrels’s finger traced the outline of the spreading water. “They tapped into the Snake River, among others, in order to flood the canyonlands and the plains.”
The images changed to show a fleet of drones soaring through the air. The machines had wings on either side from which dangled titanic, curved slabs of what appeared to be concrete and metal. The drones hovered over a section of canyon that had once housed the river, the water having been diverted by the hole dug by the large drill. The airborne drones maintained a position not unlike a tiltrotor military aircraft readying to land, and then rocketed up only to drop down again, pistoning the curved slabs into the ground. Once the slabs were stacked in place, smaller drones piloted by Syndicate personnel buzzed over and moved down the stack, using what looked like epoxy, rivets and spot welding to create one seamless wall that easily stood one-hundred feet in the air.
“They’re building a wall,” Comerford said, his mouth adroop, awestruck by what he was watching.
“To hold the water back,” Xan said. “They flooded the desert and then dammed it up again over the horizon. They’ve created their own mini-ocean.”
More images appeared in the air. A vast, newly formed body of water dotted with what looked like islets that were being rapidly expanded. Comerford watched Syndicate workers and drones dredging up sand and aggregate, sucking up material through hoses and tubes that was then dumped onto the islets, expanding their surfaces. Next came machines that resembled colossal dump trucks that laid down additional layers of material, Quarrels flipping through the images, allowing Comerford to watch, in seconds, the islet evolve into a towering Syndicate base made of stone and metal and alien alloys.
“They’re bringing down friggin’ prefab bases,” Quarrels muttered. “We watched ‘em put up two in a day.” 
Quarrels spread the fingers on his good hand and the POV pulled back to reveal that there were a dozen such bases in the new “ocean” the aliens had built after damming up the Snake River. Several of the bases appeared like spires, tall and thin, sticking out of the water like needles. The others were larger, and Comerford did a double take when he saw that they were suspended in the air, kept aloft by massive plumes of water that were sucked from the “ocean” and blasted through a series of jets that wreathed the bottom of the bases.
“Holy Mother of God,” Comerford whispered to himself.
It’s like what the Chinese did in the South China Sea with them reefs back in the day,” Quarrels said, the images disappearing. 
“Only a million times bigger,” Xan added.
She moved over and flipped the lights back on and the trio sat in silence for several seconds.
“Some of our spies said they’re running the place with modular fusion reactors,” Quarrels said.
“I don’t know what that is,” Comerford replied.
“Basically, they got the power of the sun trapped inside a nuclear reactor. They’re using plasma to power the base. For what purpose, I do not know.”
Comerford massaged his face. It was clear that he was having difficulty grasping the enormity of everything.
“What the hell am I supposed to do about all this?” he finally asked.
Quarrels smiled warmly. “I have heard that you were once a military man, before the world turned over.”
Comerford nodded.
If I say the name General Edward Braddock, does that mean anything to you?” Quarrels asked.
“I seem to remember the name, but can’t place it.”
“Best leader of men the British Army had in the years before the American Revolution. The old gent was a straight-up kicker of ass and taker of names. You know what he did? He decided to march an army of over eleven-hundred men up through the Allegheny Mountains.”
“Hubris,” Comerford said.
“Pride goeth before a fucking fall,” Quarrels said with a chuckle. “French and Indians were there waiting. They were outnumbered and outgunned, but they kicked the bitter piss out of him. Killed two-thirds of Braddock’s men and nearly three-quarters of his officers, along with Braddock himself. Do you know why that battle was important?”
“I’m sure there are a number of reasons,” Comerford replied, his voice trailing off.
“It showed that the greatest army in the world could be defeated by a bunch of guerrillas. It gave people hope that the British could be beaten.”
“We need that,” Xan said, looking up. “We need to strike the alien base. Send in a team to blow up the reactors and send a message to those fuckers.”
“Christ, Alexandra,” Comerford said, shaking his head. “We do that and we’ve got a bigger bullseye on our back.”
“I’m not scared of the scuds.”
Comerford grimaced. “We got children down here, several families…”
“So send them away then. The time for running and hiding is over, Abe.” Xan looked over to Quarrels, who nodded, before she added, “It’s time to take the fight to the invaders.” 
Comerford ran a hand through his hair. His brow furrowed and finally he shook his head. “How the hell would you even get close enough to that place to strike a blow? They’ve got guards, drones, machines that watch day and night, and—”
“But we’ve got something they might want,” Xan said, cutting Comerford off.
There was a strained look on Comerford’s face. He couldn’t meet their eyes as he asked, “And what might that be?”
Xan grinned. “Samantha.”
Comerford stared at Xan hard enough to burn a hole through. “We are not doing anything right now, you hear me? I am not jumping to any conclusions until I sort this shit out.”
“You saw the evidence, Abe,” Xan said.
“I saw something. And evidence can be manipulated. The whole base is under lockdown until further notice. Nobody gets in or out without my permission. Do you copy that?”
Xan gave Comerford’s words a flick of a nod. “Understood.”

XAN AND QUARRELS retreated to a deserted spot at the rear of the silo, just beyond the area that contained the base’s water recirculation system. The hum of the machinery blotted out almost all sound, as Xan led Quarrels behind two enormous basins resembling above-ground pools that were connected via a series of tubes and conduits to header pumps and filters. The pair hugged the shadows cast by the basins.
“How close are they to completing the bases?” Xan asked.
“Which ones?” Quarrels asked. “Soon there’ll be a hundred out there.”
“Which means we need to move now.”
“What about Comerford?” Quarrels asked.
There was a strained look on Xan’s face that she shook off. “He’s a water walker,” she said. “He’s an honest man, but he wants to find a safe way out of this.”
“Even when he knows in his heart of hearts that there ain’t one,” Quarrels said.
“We don’t need him anyway,” Xan said. “I’ve got a crew. Nine of the best fighters in this place. When the time comes, we’ll move.”
“And the Marine’s daughter? Samantha?”
Xan looked up. “I know where she is. We’ll take her with us.”
Quarrels chewed on his lips. “Sounds like you got it all worked out, girl.”
She sighed appreciatively. “Everything but your end of it.”
Quarrels waved a hand. “Don’t worry about that. I talked to Rane and his boys. They’re ready to help. Question is, what do I get in return? I mean, if and when this invasion ends, there’s gonna be a power vacuum.”
“And you plan to step into the breach?” Xan asked.
“Why not me?”
“A dictator?”
“I prefer … benevolent strongman,” Quarrels replied with a smirk. “I’ve got the personality don’t I? I did a little bit of acting back in L.A.”
“You said you were a magician for children’s birthday parties.”
“That’s the toughest crowd you’ll ever play to,” Quarrels replied.
He reached his hand into his jacket and brought forth a magician’s bouquet of fake flowers. He presented these to Xan. Her face was unreadable for several heartbeats. Then she flashed Quarrels a tight smile. “If we’re right about the armory, there’ll be plenty of weapons for everyone. I’ll take the guns and you can have the pharmaceuticals. There’s probably fentanyl oxy, enough to restock your shelves.”
“Are you implying I’m a drug dealer?”
“Aren’t you?” Xan asked.
Quarrels grinned. “The drugs are fine, but I’d imagined getting a little more for showing you the way,” Quarrels said, laying his good hand on Xan’s wrist.
Xan stared at him and her stomach turned over. Quarrels’s forehead was pearled with perspiration and he had a strange, unpleasant odor for which there were no polite words. The best she could come up with was that he reeked of old, sweaty socks that had been locked in a cedar box for several weeks. Still, she knew she needed him and the guy had been a looker once upon a time. He had a relationship with several of the better organized groups of road bandits, including a thug named Rane, and she’d need their assistance if there was any hope of truly striking a blow against the aliens. Reluctantly, she lowered her hand and squeezed the growing bulge between his legs. Quarrels exhaled and like all men, mistakenly took the manipulation of his sex organ as an invitation to intimacy. He leaned down to kiss her and she turned her face as he sloppily tongued one of her ears. His nearly fingerless hand groped her and she shuddered while pretending to enjoy it. Having been the only female member of an ROTC program back in high school, and one of only two women at a large construction company back in Arizona before the world rolled over, Xan had endured worse. She’d suffered whistles and verbal lashings and the occasional cupped hand under her buttocks and breasts. She knew what it was like to be a woman in a man’s world. Just as then, she was willing to bite the bullet, but the time was coming when she’d no longer need Quarrels and then she’d make him pay. Just like she’d do to Quinn and all the others who’d doubted her. After all, she was a patriot wasn’t she? She was a patriot and they were traitors. It was as simple as that.
“You’re gonna go down in history, sweetness,” Quarrels said, his fetid breath hot on her neck.
“That’s right,” she whispered back. “The first true martyr.”

EVEN AFTER SHE rebuffed his requests for intercourse, Quarrels persisted, so Xan, in the shadows of the water basins, had continued to manually stimulate him. She heard him exhale and watched his eyes flutter and then she wiped off her hands that were warm and sticky. Turning, Xan felt something at the corners of her eyes. Tears, though they weren’t caused by regret or shame. No, the tears that stung her eyes were borne of grim determination. The enormity of what lay ahead had crept up and sucker-punched her. For a moment her resolve faltered, and then she remembered what they had access to. She thought about this and wiped the tears away, setting off as Quarrels called to her, “You leaving already?”
She stopped and looked back.
“I’ve got a secret I want to show you.”
Quarrels smiled. “I like secrets.”
Thirty paces later, they were standing in front of the unlocked metal door where Xan had ordered the armor, gear, and weapons of the Marines to be stored. She eased into the small room and flipped on a light. A bare bulb illuminated the gear that lay in a heap on the floor. The room stank of refrigerant and oil as Quarrels entered and picked up a set of Syndicate armor. He whistled. “Jesus. I seen this shit before, but never this close.”
Xan shrugged on the set of armor that had belonged to Quinn, glad she’d never received the implant that would’ve made it or a Syndicate weapon cause damage to its user when used improperly. There was a sniper’s stillness about her as she felt the armor bend and contort around her body. She laughed to herself, feeling bulletproof in the ballistic cocoon.
“Try a set on,” she said, but Quarrels wasn’t having any of it.
“I prefer to go commando,” he said, kneeling and hoisting the kind of Fusion rifle the Marines once used. “That said, I will take one of these beauts.”
Xan grabbed a Syndicate battle helmet, another rifle, and some additional gear which she tossed in a rucksack that was soon fitted over her shoulders like a backpack. She allowed herself the slightest of smiles. Everything was coming together. She had the resistance fighter named Bowen and a half-dozen other men and women ready to rise up when the time came. And when it did, she’d grab Samantha and they’d leave the silo, shooting their way out if it came to that. They’d seal the exterior blast doors with a small shaped charge, and then leave Shiloh behind for good. After that, they’d meet with Rane and his people, and then the final battle would begin. They would take the fight to the aliens and make sure they knew what real pain felt like. It would be something real. The destruction of the alien base would be remembered hundreds of years into the future as the day that the battle turned.
Stepping back out of the room with Quarrels, Xan closed the metal door and aimed her rifle, firing an energized round that mutilated and melted the lock on the door. If someone wanted to get inside, they’d need a blowtorch now, she thought to herself. Somebody shouted at the echo of the rifle blast and Xan and Quarrels retraced their steps, vanishing into the shadows of a faraway catwalk.
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The guards had left little to chance when they stashed Samantha down in a room at the bottom of the silo that housed an industrial heating and cooling coil. She’d escaped once and they’d be damned if she did it again. Three male resistance fighters, including a fighter in his late-twenties with glasses named Bowen, carried her in and shoved her to the ground and zipcuffed her arms together so tightly the circulation was nearly cut off.
“Hey, watch it!” Samantha shouted, tugging her arms back, her ankles similarly bound. She sat on the ground, bound hands between her knees, staring up at the resistance fighters.
“Make sure it’s extra tight,” Bowen said, stepping from the shadows, a pistol in his right hand.
Samantha glared. “I’d like to talk to my lawyer.”
“There aren’t any more lawyers left,” Bowen hissed.
“Well I need to talk to somebody because you’re violating my Constitutional rights.”
Bowen adjusted his glasses. “Yeah? Which ones?”
“I’m pretty sure all of them.”
Bowen smirked. “Once the world crapped itself, all the old rules and regulations went with it. All that Due Process horseshit? Out the window. We make our own rules now, snowflake.”
“Is one of those rules that you’re gonna let me go?”
Bowen shook his head and dropped on his haunches to face Samantha.
“I know what you’re thinking.”
“If it involves me punching you in the face, then you’re onto something,” Samantha said.
Bowen cocked his head. “We’ve got something extra special planned for you.”
“As long as it doesn’t involve watching Scrappy Doo reruns, I’m pretty sure I can take whatever you dish out.”
“You’re a real smartass. Sarcasm comes from fear, so I’m guessing you probably think I’m nuts, don’t you?”
“Yes, I do.”
“But there’s a reason for what we’re doing.”
“That’s the same thing every psycho says.”
Bowen’s face flushed. “There was a man a very long time ago named Stephen Douglas who said there are only two sides in a war. Now we’ve got ourselves a war here—”
“Wow. Really? I hadn’t noticed—”
“And like Douglas said you’re either with us or you’re with the aliens. There aren’t any neutrals, only patriots and traitors.”
“Which one am I?” Samantha asked.
“You tell me. You tell me exactly what happened and explain what it all means and then I’ll go and talk to Xan for you.”
Samantha’s brow knotted. “But how can I tell you what I don’t understand?”
“Oh, come on!” Bowen thundered, rising, slapping a hand against his thigh. “Don’t give me that shit! I saw the phone! I know what you did!”
“Then you know as much as I do.”
Bowen shifted his weight, bringing his pistol around. “How did you do it? How did you blow those things up?”
The other resistance fighters looked over at this, faces stitched with worry.
“Cut the straps on my arms and I’ll show you,” Samantha replied.
A dark smile tugged at the corner of Bowen’s mouth. He wagged the gun at Samantha. “You’re smarter than you look.”
“And you’re dumber. I’d say you were an idiot, but that’d be an insult to the idiot community as a whole.”
Bowen looked like he might strike Samantha. Then he stepped back and one of the other resistance fighters muttered something to him that Samantha couldn’t fully make out.
“It’s not polite to whisper in front of others!” she shouted.
Bowen turned to her and Samantha said, “I wanna know what happened to my mom.”
Bowen barked a nasty laugh. “Stay tuned.”
He exited the room and the two remaining resistance fighters stared at Samantha as if she was an exhibit at the zoo. Samantha shrugged her shoulders violently, as if to lunge at them, and the fighters flinched. Smiling to herself, satisfied that they were scared of her, Samantha began cataloguing all the objects in the room: a table, a few metal chairs, a push broom. The walls were shingled with warning signs and instructions from the old days when the base was fully functioning. There wasn’t much to work with, but then she spotted a paper bag next to one of the men. She watched the man open the bag and pull out what looked like an MRE and a packet of pureed fruit (the kind made for babies), along with a handful of misshapen cookies.
The man set the cookies on the ground between his legs. Samantha had breezed past a kitchen on the other side of the silo, she knew its inhabitants had taken to baking and preparing their own food. She’d eaten the cookies a time or two before and, although they sucked big time, they were laden with sugar. A voice, whose voice? Hadrian’s? Whispered that everything she needed was in front of her. All she had to do was free her hands and flip the primal switch that he (or it) had revealed to her, the one that would teach her guards a terrible lesson. Easing back, Samantha started giggling which made the guards tense as they peered at her, wondering what the hell she thought was so funny.

Ten minutes later, Samantha had barely moved an inch. She’d unsuccessfully tried to
CONJURE up whatever mystical powers she had locked inside, and had been reduced to counting the lines on a faraway wall made of cinderblocks. Several resistance fighters had circulated in and out of the room, keeping watch over her. She was presently being watched over by a broad-shouldered male fighter with prominent features and a mop of auburn hair who looked to be only four or five years older than she was. The guy had propped his weapon, an old pump shotgun, against a wall and plopped down in a chair that faced a plasma TV screen on a glass and metal stand. The screen was synched by a cable to a phone which played the kinds of videos Samantha had always hated, home movies of people acting like jackasses, stuff that had been uploaded to one of the various Youtube ripoff channels before the invasion.
The fighter turned and Samantha admired the angle of his chin, and the starkness of his blue eyes, almost like ice. She hadn’t thought about boys very much, but there was something different about this one. Unlike the other fighters, for instance, he was staring at the videos of the jackasses yet wasn’t braying like some barnyard animal. In fact, he seemed disgusted by the whole thing. Samantha admired that a lot.
“So … what’s your name, soldier?” she asked.
“I’m not a soldier,” the guy replied without turning from the screen.
“You’ve got a gun don’t you?”
The young fighter shrugged. “Doesn’t mean I’m a soldier.”
The fighter looked back at Samantha.
“I don’t mean to be a dick, but I’m supposed to tell you that it’s not going to be like this.”
“Like what?” Samantha asked.
“You saying things and me answering—”
“I’m pretty sure that’s called conversation.”
The fighter turned back to the TV.
“Okay. Cool. So what’s your name?” she asked.
No response from the fighter.
“I mean it’s just common courtesy to give a name when you’re holding someone against their will,” Samantha said.
“If I tell you that, will you be quiet?”
“There’s a strong possibility,” she answered.
“Daniel,” the fighter said. “Just … Dan.”
“Oh, Jeez, I’m so sorry.”
Dan looked back.
“Why?”
“It’s nothing … your name … it’s just … studies have shown that Daniel is a name associated with the least trustworthy people in society.”
Dan’s right eyebrow twitched up. “Says who?”
“The people who conduct such studies.”
He stared at her for several seconds. “Y’know what I think? I think you’ve just got a serious case of Danimosity.”
Samantha smirked. “Do not.”
“You totally do,” Dan replied. “You’re a raving Dan-ti-semetic.”
Samantha nodded. “Good one.” She smiled, realizing she’d been right about this guy. Not only was he cute, but he was completely different than the other schlubs who’d been guarding her. The moment passed and Dan turned back to the TV.
“So what did you do?” Dan asked, eyes still locked on the TV. “I mean nobody told me, but there’s got to be a reason why you’re down here.”
“Oh, it was no biggie at all. I was just accosted by this supernatural being who showed me the end of the world and then taught me how to trigger the stored energy in inanimate objects.”
Dan nodded, evidently not believing a word of this. “Oh, is that all.”
“Exactly,” Samantha replied. “I mean, who hasn’t experienced that.”
A few seconds of silence stretched between them.
“How old are you, Samantha?”
“I thought we weren’t conversing.”
He smiled. She lied and said, “Almost sixteen. You?”
“Nineteen.”
Coolness, she thought. An older guy.
“So where are you from?” she asked.
“Originally from Delaware,” Dan said.
“What’s in Delaware?” she asked.
“A bridge and … there didn’t used to be any sales tax.”
Samantha nodded. “What’s the opposite of a bucket list?”
Dan shook his head. “Dunno. Why?”
“Because based on what you just said, I’m putting Delaware on that.”
Dan smiled.
“You got any family there?” Samantha asked.
Dan pointed to his shotgun. “Nope. Don’t have any at all other than Mary Beth here.”
Samantha nodded. “Happiness is a warm gun.”
Dan looked at her, the levity vanishing from his face.
“I can’t let you go by the way,” he said. “I know your mom was like, a Marine and whatnot, but I can’t help you out if that’s what you’re thinking.”
“How come?”
“I’ve been given orders.”
“Strict ones?”
Dan quirked an eyebrow. “They didn’t mention whether they were strict.”
“So there you go,” Samantha said, flashing the widest smile possible. “Orders aren’t meant to be followed unless they’re super strict.”
Dan shook his head. “I’m sorry.”
Samantha was sorry too. She spotted the lone cookie left on the floor by one of her previous guards, and she was sorry about what might happen to Dan and all the others if she ever freed her hands. But her hands weren’t free, which meant that she was righteously screwed.
Her mind wandered to something she’d read in a resistance hideout in the weeks after the invasion. An article in a magazine about athletes who were able to control their immune response and autonomous nervous system primarily via a series of breathing exercises. The idea was through repeated deep, rhythmic inhales and exhales, followed by breath holding, a person could increase oxygen saturation in the muscles and body, thereby helping to focus their mind’s eye. The whole thing sounded a little loopy, but she figured she’d give it a whirl. She had time.
Leaning back, Samantha commenced inhaling and exhaling. She made sure to do it quietly, so as not to attract Dan’s attention. Then she held her breath and released it and repeated the exercise. She did this over and over and on the fifth try, something happened. It was as if she’d been rubbing two sticks together and suddenly she had a spark. Not only did her body become warmer, but a sensation welled up inside her that she’d only ever been aware of in the presence of Hadrian.
The feeling was profound and raw and somehow uncontrollable. For a moment she felt as if she had such a deep understanding of the universe that it might stretch her mind past what her body could tolerate. She’d heard of people who tripped on various drugs, and she assumed what she was experiencing had to be similar. She could see sounds with her eyes shut and hear smells and knew then that the moment of her purpose had arrived.
The ground, the room, even Dan fell away and Samantha found herself raptured up, suspended in the air, staring into a roiling void that was blacker than the bottom of a well at midnight. Her hands were still bound, but merely by focusing her thoughts was she able to birth a disturbance in the form of waves that fanned out, undulating out over the void and through the vast expanses of space and time, like a million dollops of creamer dropped in the galaxy’s biggest pot of coffee. And the power, whatever force was inside her, allowed her to influence the physical without physical interaction. She was a weapon, a human IED, an ambulatory trigger.
As her body grew warmer she found herself back in the room and her eyes hopped from the walls to Dan, to the cookie that began to thrum. Reacting to the sound of the cookie, Dan turned and time froze like a snapshot.
“GET DOWN!” Samantha screamed.
Dan did, covering his head as the cookie disintegrated with a cacophonous BOOM!

THE SHOCKWAVE from the explosion caused by Samantha corkscrewed down through the silo’s tight corridors, setting off alarms, swatting people down to the ground, and tearing doors from their hinges.
The blast door in the sleeping quarters rocked on its hinges, knocking Renner and Quinn to the ground. Quinn looked up, everything hazy and unfocused. She’d heard the detonation and immediately thought that a small bomb or a large grenade had gone off.
“The door!” somebody shouted from behind.
Quinn looked up to see that the blast door was dangling from one hinge. Quinn saw Hayden leap over her, then Milo, Hawkins, and Eli. They grabbed the upper edge of the door and put their weight against it, trying to rip it completely free.
Two hands grabbed her and she looked up to see Cody, smiling.
“This is our chance,” he said.
She nodded. “I need to find Samantha first. Then I’ll deal with the others.”
“GET BACK!” Milo shouted.
Cody pulled Quinn back as Hayden shrieked and pulled at the door. For several minutes the Marines rocked the door, eventually tearing it from its hinges. With an ear-shattering BLAM! the cement-infused door hit the floor. Renner rose, broken knife still in hand. He held it over his head at the ready, peering out through the open door, ready for anything. More sirens began wailing and smoke and motes of dust filled the air, obscuring visibility.
Footfalls echoed.
People screamed.
Still clad in her underwear, Quinn watched Renner grab the first person he saw. A female fighter with eyes as wide as hubcaps, who held a pistol in a quivering hand. Renner locked his arms around the terrified woman and flung her back at the others. Quinn stripped the pistol from the woman.
“If you want to live, shut your mouth and play along,” Quinn said.
The female resistance fighter nodded and then Quinn grabbed and turned the woman around. She maneuvered her out through the doorway and past Renner. She hid behind the woman, pistol in her hand, shoving the woman down the hallway. More resistance fighters appeared and Quinn pushed the female fighter forward into them.
They shimmied down a number of corridors for several minutes and then Quinn spotted forms toiling in the darkness up ahead. It was a pod of resistance fighters, including the long-haired fighter who’d kicked and punched her in the stomach earlier. Before they could react, Quinn had lifted the woman, her human shield, up and shoved her into the fighters.
Without hesitation, she attacked the fighters. Long-hair shouted and rushed her, throwing a haymaker. Quinn dropped low under the man’s punch. She grabbed his wrist and drove a knee up into his stomach. He folded up like a card table and Quinn pistol-whipped him for good measure. Two more fighters reached for their guns and Quinn brought her pistol around and aimed at them.
“DON’T EVEN FUCKING THINK ABOUT IT!” she screamed.
They didn’t move. Renner and Milo grabbed the weapons from the fighters. Half-naked, partially armed, and supremely pissed, the motley mishmash of Marines and their allies, the resistance fighters who had been imprisoned with them, moved as one down the hallway, picking up speed, running past pods of befuddled resistance fighters in the murkiness, headed in the direction of the explosion.

SAMANTHA STOOD in the afterglow of the explosion, studying the door she’d blown apart. Sections of it lay at her feet along with Dan, who’d been knocked unconscious. Kneeling, Samantha rolled him over and pressed an ear to his chest, just to make sure he was still breathing. He was, thank God, she thought. She was sorry that he’d been injured, but she hadn’t had a choice.
She ran a finger down his cheek and looked over to see that his shotgun had been destroyed in the blast. If she was going out into the hallway, she’d have to do so without any weapons. But then she realized she was the weapon. She felt a warm current course through her, a full-body bliss, the after-effects of what she’d done. It was like some wonderful drug was pumping through her veins and she hoped that it would never go away.
In her mind she saw herself leaving the room. Marching boldly down the hallway and confronting Xan and all the others who’d orchestrated the coup and then she’d set things right. They would fall before her and beg for forgiveness and reveal the details of what had happened to her mother and the others. They would do this or she’d bring the hammer down on them. Peering down a final time, she noticed that her arms were no longer splotched red. Moreover, the string that Eli had given her, the single loop, had been ripped from her wrist. It lay on the ground at her feet. A woman screamed in the distance and Samantha startled. Then she sucked in a few mouthfuls of air, steeling herself before leaping through the open door into the hallway.
That’s when she saw her.
Xan.
She was so shocked to see Xan so close to her, that for a moment she didn’t look real. Samantha thought she heard Xan hiss, “You did this, didn’t you?”
Samantha remained silent, causing Xan to hesitate … until she stepped forward, pulled back, and punched Samantha hard in the face.
Just like that.
Samantha saw stars in her eyes. She stutter-stepped and felt herself falling back as darkness devoured everything.
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Q uinn moved like a force of nature, speeding down through the silo’s narrow arteries and foot-paths, the others, now armed, following behind her. The group ran blindly through several of the darkened interior arteries for five or six minutes, doing their best to avoid the main contingency of resistance fighters.
“SAMANTHA!” Quinn called out, hoping to hear a response, which was not forthcoming.
Somebody grabbed her from behind, urging her to keep quiet, but she was too far down in her zone. She was on a mission now. Search and find Samantha and then deal with Xan and burn the whole place to the ground if that’s what it took. The bastards had turned on the Marines and broken the deal and that was an unforgivable sin in Quinn’s book.
Quinn turned a corner and there was Comerford in a gallery, orbited by several resistance fighters. Quinn entered the gallery like a whirlwind and Comerford seemed to jump a few inches in the air, absolutely astonished to see her and the others. She could tell that Comerford wanted to say something, likely wanted to profess ignorance about the coup and their imprisonment, and how he’d turned on them. His mouth gaped open, she could see him trying to come up with an alibi, an excuse, but the words collapsed in his throat. Instead, he threw up his hands.
Milo, Hayden, and the others fanned out and took the weapons from the other resistance fighters.
“I’m sorry,” Comerford said.
“I know you are,” Quinn replied. “Now you’re coming with us.”
“To do what?”
“You’re going to show me where my daughter is. And then we’re gonna get some clothes and gear, and then you’re gonna get us out of here. If you try to fuck with us again, I’ll put a bullet in your ear. You copy that?”
Comerford nodded as Quinn grabbed a handful of his shirt.
“Move your ass and show me where she is,” Quinn snarled.
The air smelled somehow of smog and smoke from backfiring generators as the group shuffled down through the silo.
“There were others who were coming this way,” Giovanni told Comerford. “Luke, Calee … headed up from Vegas.”
Comerford grunted and nodded.
“What happened to them?” Giovanni asked.
“We locked them up.”
“Where?” Giovanni asked.
Comerford lifted a hand and pointed toward the end of the long corridor.

LUKE’S EARS were still ringing from the explosion as he sat in the storage room. His eyes ratcheted over to Calee who was standing near the entrance door.
“You think the aliens are attacking?” he asked.
She peered back. “You’ve seen them in action. You think we’d still be here if it was them?”
He shook his head and stood and pressed an ear against the door. Shouts and thumps echoed outside and he wondered whether Giovanni was somehow involved in whatever was going on. He’d seen Giovanni in action before, he knew what he was capable of.
The answer to his question came a few minutes later when a voice called, “If anyone’s in there, stand back!”
“Gio?” Luke said, standing in excitement. He knew that smooth voice anywhere.
“Luke, get the fuck back!”
He only had a second to react, then BOOM! The door blew open, leaving behind smoke and the silhouettes of Giovanni and two others.
Luke didn’t have time to think about who the others were, and he didn’t care. Instead, he ran forward, leaped over the door, and wrapped Giovanni in his arms. Their scrubby cheeks pressed together and then they were kissing, long and passionate.
“The fuck, you two,” Calee said, stepping past them. “Get a damn room. I don’t need to be seeing this.”
“What, two guys doesn’t float your boat?” Giovanni asked.
Calee laughed. “Honey, my boat’s always floating, but honestly…I’d rather have those two guys on me then on each other. Watching you two doesn’t offend me, just reminds me of all the boody-boody I’m missing out on.”
Giovanni nodded to the others with him. “I’m sure we could find some friends to help you out there.”
They all laughed, then moved out of the room, giving Luke and Giovanni a moment’s privacy.
“We’ve gotta get back out there, finish this,” Giovanni said, even as he pulled Luke close. “But I think they’ll forgive us if we take an extra couple seconds before killing ‘em.”
“Dude, your face is a sight for sore eyes,” Luke offered.
“When this is all over, just know that I’m getting us the best vacation money can buy.”
Luke laughed. “Deal. I mean, if there’re any vacation spots left.”
“Hell, if the Syndicate isn’t there and you’re at my side, that sounds like a vacation to me.” Giovanni glanced over his shoulder to see how it was looking, then held Luke tight again, just wanting to enjoy the moment.
“What would we do?” Luke asked, the question almost a whisper in his ear.
“Huh?”
“We’ve only known in each other like this, during this shit. So I mean, would we have to roleplay a wartime environment to keep it hot, or do you think pulling out an old game of risk would be enough?”
“Naked risk, maybe?” Giovanni pulled back and gave Luke the once over. “Yeah, I could see that working real well.”
“What, like you take off some clothing every time you lose an area?”
“Maybe we could make it dirtier than that,” Goivanni said with a chuckle. “But seriously, I could care less about where we are or what we’re doing. Listen to me, okay? I have no doubts about my feelings for you, and they have nothing to do with all the B.S. we find ourselves in.”
“Can we get a dog?”
Giovanni frowned. “What?”
“Just, you know. Everything you just said made up my mind. I’m planning our future together, and think we should get a dog. Or maybe you’re a cat person?”
“You wouldn’t dump me if I was, would you?”
Luke hit him playfully. “Shut up, of course not.”
“You want a dog, I’ll get us a dog…somehow.”
“Wait a minute,” Luke tilted his head, eyes narrowed. “You avoided the question, are you a dog person or a cat person?”
“Point is, we’ll get a dog. And you’ll never know.”
“Boys, any day now!” Calee hissed from the hallway.
Luke shook his head, chuckling. “Thanks for the save.”
“Let’s hope it never needs to happen again,” Giovanni said with a wink, then turned to lead them out of there.
As anxious as he was about the fighting to come, his mind was one-hundred percent on the idea of him and Luke in a grass-covered backyard, playing with a large golden retriever while the scent of barbeque filled the air.
Damn, he couldn’t wait for that day.

QUINN MANHANDLED Comerford down through the silo. Comerford had his hands up, waving at approaching resistance fighters, telling them to lower their weapons. Quinn and the others didn’t want a bloodbath, especially in light of the close quarters, but they wouldn’t shy from engaging in violence if that’s what it took to succeed. God help them if they open fire, Quinn thought to herself. If they harmed even one hair on Samantha’s head, she would kill them all.
“There!” Comerford shouted. “She’s down there!”
Quinn looked down a dusty hallway and saw a room whose door had been blown to pieces. Hayden grabbed Comerford, holding him as Quinn sprinted forward. Weapon out, Quinn nosed into the room where Samantha had been kept. She saw the pieces of the door, the young resistance fighter on the floor, slowly waking.
Then she saw it on the ground.
The loop of string.
The one that had once been around Samantha’s wrist.
It was lying several feet away from a broken shotgun. For a moment, Quinn believed that the young resistance fighter had done something to Samantha.
Quinn literally saw red.
The walls, the floor, the asshole resistance fighter lying before her, all were crimson splashed. She pulled her gun up and her lips pulled back from her teeth. She crossed the room in several strides and jammed her pistol against the resistance fighter’s forehead.
“WHERE IS SHE?!” Quinn screamed.
“I – I don’t know,” the fighter said, throwing up his hands. “She was here and then everything went black. I swear to God I didn’t do anything!”
“What the hell’s your name?!” Quinn shouted.
“D-Daniel–just–Dan.”
Quinn grabbed Dan and pulled him to his feet. She had thoughts of putting a round through his temple and then thought better of it. She tossed him back to Renner who grabbed him in a bear hug as automatic weapons fire rang out followed by a CRACKBOOM!
The explosion sounded from somewhere overhead.
There was more gunfire and some additional screams and a look of recognition gripped Comerford’s face.
“The blast doors,” Comerford said. “She’s going out the main blast doors.”
“Grab the shields!” Hayden shouted, pointing at Comerford and Dan.
Quinn and Renner grabbed both men and marched them like human shields down toward the sound of the gunfire. The others stayed low and behind them, weapons at the ready, preparing to give and receive if somebody was stupid enough to fire on them.
The procession moved slowly down the hallway that opened to a larger, central meeting area. Smoke hovered in the air and Quinn could see a group of resistance fighters giving aid and comfort to several more fighters lying wounded on the ground. The fighters looked back to see Comerford and the others.
“What the hell happened?!” Comerford asked.
One of the wounded fighters looked up. “It was Xan. Her and Quarrels and some of the others, they said they were going out. I told ‘em that we were sheltering in place and then they started shooting. They fired at us and stormed out of here with that girl.”
Quinn’s heart leaped. “Girl?! What girl?!”
The wounded fighter elbowed himself up. “The one that Xan said was working with the scuds.”
Quinn turned, her face flushed, her eyes as clear as winter ice. Her gaze smoked into Comerford’s. She pointed her gun at him and Dan. “We’re going after them right now. And you’re leading the way.”
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Q uinn led the others on a mad dash up over the ramp that led toward the silo’s primary exit door. She knew before she reached the door, however, that they were screwed. The air was laced with the funk of cordite and burned plastic, the result of the explosion they’d heard only moments earlier. Xan or somebody working at her behest had set off a small charge on the other side of the door that had warped the door’s hinges, doing just enough damage to prevent anyone from opening them. Quinn and Hayden wedged their shoulders under the heavy metal of the door and pushed up, but it wouldn’t budge. Renner appeared alongside them and inspected everything.
“I’m a little antsy,” Renner said. “I haven’t blown up anything in a while.”
Comerford shook his head. “You blast that door again and you’re likely to bring the whole thing down on everyone.”
Quinn looked back at him, searching his face in the murkiness. He was standing alongside Dan, guarded by Milo and Giovanni who were clutching assault rifles. Eli, Mackie, Hawkins and the others were standing behind them. Quinn stabbed a finger in Comerford’s direction. “Maybe we should bring this whole place down. Might teach you and the others a lesson.”
“I didn’t take your daughter, Sergeant,” Comerford said.
“No, but you enabled the asshole who did.”
“I specifically ordered her and the others to stand down. I wanted to properly investigate the allegations against your daughter.”
“What the hell would ever justify imprisoning a twelve-year old girl?!” Quinn asked.
“I saw her with something … with one of them.”
“What the fuck are you talking about, Comerford?”
“For Crissakes, I saw her … blow things up!”
Quinn cut her eyes away and with growing dread considered the explosion that had set them free. In all the confusion she’d failed to ask the obvious question of what the hell had happened. Who set the blast off that allowed them to escape from the room? Who blew the door from the hinges in the room where Samantha had obviously been kept?
As if reading her mind, Comerford whispered, “I don’t think you realize just how special your little girl is.”
Without fully processing this, Quinn headed back down the ramp. She jabbed a finger in the air at Comerford. “Where’s the back door?”
“What?!”
“There can’t be just one way into and out of this place.”
Comerford gulped and then nodded. “There’s another way – it’s a bitch and it’ll take longer to access, but there’s a hatch down past the recirculation tanks.”
Quinn processed this, her eyes blacker than sinkholes. She waved her gun at Comerford. “Get some people up here to open that door,” she said, gesturing up at the warped blast doors.
“And while they’re doing that?” Comerford asked.
Quinn aimed the gun at him. “You’re gonna show us the way out of here.”
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Back in the Syndicate command ship, the Potentate poured over footage of the events taking place on Earth. Unbeknownst to the planet’s inhabitants, he’d surreptitiously scattered tracking and listening devices all over the planet in the weeks before the invasion. The devices, which were no larger than a kernel of rice, sucked up images and sounds and conversations and beamed them back to the central Syndicate hive. The information, which the Potentate liked to call “The Divine Skein,” was then sifted and sorted and pixilated into immense, three-dimensional scenes, giving the viewer the ability to listen and experience the events as if he or she were a witness to them on the ground. The amount of data contained in The Divine Skein had increased markedly since the initial invasion, allowing the Syndicate to essentially eavesdrop on any corner of the globe at any moment.
The emerald light from the images swirled about the Potentate’s tall frame, as he watched Xan and Quarrels and several other resistance fighters fleeing the underground base that they called Shiloh. The Potentate paid special attention to Samantha who was bound, being spirited off against her will. By virtue of his technology, it was as if the Potentate was down at the base, standing between the outbuildings, watching Samantha being dragged toward a cluster of armored SUVs. He watched Xan and the others place weapons and gear into the machines before destroying any other vehicle that somebody might use to pursue them with. They tried to do the same to the glider, the one Quinn and the Marines had stolen from him, but they were unable to damage it. Frustrated, the rogue resistance fighters boarded the SUVs and drove off.
“She survived this time,” a voice whispered.
The Potentate peered back through the emerald light to see Hadrian drifting toward him. He nodded, remembering how Samantha had resisted, or tried to fight back, in prior loops and died at the hands of one or more resistance fighters with itchy trigger fingers.
“Her mother will go for her,” Hadrian said.
“As she must,” the Potentate replied. “And then, at the right moment, you will intervene.”
“The mother will try to destroy me.”
“Do you blame her?” the Potentate replied.
“She needs to know what is at stake soon. She needs to make a choice.”
“She will,” the Potentate said, his voice dropping. “But it must be of her own volition.”
Hadrian stared at him. “Do you understand that the continued existence of the universe revolves around that woman and her child?”
The Potentate’s head sagged. “Human beings are one of the oldest instruments of warfare … and also its weakest link.”
Hadrian’s face was unreadable in the emerald light. “You can’t escape the past, but you don’t have to build the present in its image.”
The Potentate nodded. “The General is already on his way down,” the Potentate said. “The die is cast. Make ready for what is to come.”

GENERAL AAMES SAT at the back of a large transport glider that circled above the ocean the Syndicate had formed by damming a variety of rivers, including the Snake River. Similar operations had been conducted in at least twelve other key countries, the flooding of flatlands to create great bodies of water upon which the Syndicate had placed what amounted to forward operating bases. The General stared out of a window at the water below, observing the various alien bases. It was medieval, he chuckled to himself. The Syndicate, for all its power and technology, had taken a page from the past. They’d created the world’s biggest moat.
The glider shuddered and dropped low, cruising over the water until it neared the largest base, the one circled by eleven other, smaller bases.
The forward thrust on the glider ceased and the machine hovered out over the water like a Harrier jump jet. General Aames stood up and moved toward the rear ramp which lowered. He peered out across the open water at the alien base as a bridge, an immense length of pewter-colored alien alloy, extended from the base to the lip of the glider’s ramp.
Face shimmering with perspiration, the General dropped down from the glider and marched across the bridge. He’d been in the alien command ship for so long he’d forgotten what real humidity felt like. The air was heavy and stale, not unlike a late-summer day back at Fort Meade. The water below him was as still as a pane of glass. He raised a hand in the Syndicate salute to a number of alien guards and then stopped and looked back over the ocean. He smiled. It was good to be back on Earth.

ONCE INSIDE THE ALIEN BASE, General Aames rode a corkscrew lift up to its summit where a command and control station was located. The walls showed real-time images of alien operations at disparate locations across the globe. The General watched limited search and destroy operations outside of Moscow; snatch and grab undertakings in London, Cairo, and across South America; and the building of sprawling bases in Asia, Eastern Europe and Africa. It was all very impressive but completely wrong, he thought to himself, the exact opposite of how the war should be fought.
A student of military history, General Aames recognized that there were three principal stages to an effective insurgency. The first was political, a phase where the insurgents (and the so-called resistance was no longer a resistance, but an insurgency now) established their right to speak for a country or a world. The resistance had already supplanted most nations’ professional fighting forces, thereby effectively accomplishing this and becoming Earth’s de-facto army. The second stage involved destroying the ability of the enemy to govern wide swaths of land. The Syndicate had never really tried to govern any of the land it seized, so the pressure on the resistance to destroy its ability to govern was nonexistent. The third stage involved actual combat and it was here that the aliens, with their overwhelming firepower, excelled. But history, whether it was the French and Americans in Vietnam, or the British in Kenya, or the struggle in Algeria, taught that the last stage, the one that favored the Syndicate, was usually the least important. What that meant was that the aliens were winning the battles, but might lose the war. In point of fact, military operations had essentially shifted into a phase some called “after war,” which is where many of history’s greatest empires met their demise.
The General waffled a bit on this last point, one day believing the Earth would soon be pacified and on another fretting that combat operations might theoretically be without end. He knew that the Potentate had tried to vanquish the resistance through “soft power,” trying to reach accords with certain resistance groups, before turning to unconventional warfare, the weaponization of confusion and paranoia exemplified by the creation and use of the explosive “copies,” the synthetic humans the aliens had utilized with varying degrees of success. Little of that had proven effective and so, of late, he’d become increasingly vocal, voicing his frustrations and opinions to Marin and the Potentate, but had been rebuffed. He wondered whether his increasingly pointed questions were the cause of his being reassigned back to Earth. Whatever the reason, he would make the best of the situation and with whatever autonomy he was given, take the fight to the resistance. He realized now that the only way to crush an insurgency was to continue to hit them hard while simultaneously avoiding the kind of defeat that would provide a psychological boost. And when it was all over, he alone would remain. He would be appointed something like a viceroy over the Earth and ascend to sit at the right hand of the Potentate. Emboldened, he looked out over the faux ocean, thinking up all the ways that he would make the resistance pay for taking up arms.




9





Comerford led the way, down the ramp and over several catwalks. They stopped at the room that held the Marines’ armor and gear, but were unable to open the door because of what Xan had done. Even after firing at the door with their weapons, it wouldn’t budge. They could have waited and tried to breach the door with explosives, but that was dangerous and would’ve taken time, and time was something they didn’t have a lot of. Quinn’s greatest fear was that Xan was going to take Samantha off into the desert where she’d do something terrible to her. She had to track the bitch down before she had the chance to hurt her. She still had the issue of assaulting the Syndicate’s time ship, but that would have to wait. She wasn’t going anywhere without her daughter.
The group continued on, heading down toward the rear exit out of the silo. Along the way, small herds of resistance fighters appeared and Comerford continued to plead with them to stand down, which they did. The resistance fighters had their weapons removed, rifles, pistols, even a few ballistic grenades that were fitted into tactical belts. Quinn and the others gathered all of this gear up as Comerford led them to another room which was cluttered with boxes and books and a few piles of what looked like thrift-store clothing.
“What’s this?” Milo asked, picking up an old, stain-splotched golf shirt.
“These are the only clothes we have,” Comerford said.
“You gotta be kidding me,” Milo said.
“Get dressed now,” Quinn snapped. “These will have to do.”
She hunted around the pile of clothes and climbed into a pair of cargo shorts and a ripped compression shirt with an insignia that said “Pain Is Weakness Leaving the Body.” The others did likewise, Hayden throwing on the only shirt large enough to cover his frame, an enormous, pink Hawaiian article with palm trees. Renner grabbed an old-fashioned iron-on T-shirt with an image of a beer can on the front, emblazoned with the words, “Better Than Nothing.”
“Hey, somebody condensed my life philosophy to three words!” Renner said with a grin, shrugging on the shirt. He placed a pair of black sunglasses on the back of his neck and snatched up some purple flipflops.
Quinn turned and looked at everyone. Dressed in their ill-fitting, garishly colored hand-me-downs, the Marines and resistance fighters looked like some warped family readying to head down to the beach on vacation.

BACK OUT IN THE HALLWAY, Quinn urged everyone to hurry, realizing there wasn’t much time if she hoped to track Xan and the others down.
“Why did they take her?” Quinn asked Comerford.
“I don’t know specifically, but Alexandra was talking crazy,” Comerford said.
Quinn grabbed Comerford’s shoulder and stopped him.
“What do you mean?”
Comerford looked up at her, saucer eyed. “The scuds are building a base out west. Place is huge, a cluster of vertical cities it looks like. They flooded an area up north of Twin Falls that’s spilled over into Wyoming. A fighter named Quarrels showed me footage. I do believe Alexandra intended to go somewhere near there.”
“For what reason?”
“No reason that’s good,” Comerford replied, his face falling. “She’s a dead ender. Got visions of suicide by alien if you know what I mean.”
“No way,” Mira said looking over. “I’ve thrown in with you guys now, but I was close with her before. She’s got a few blown fuses, but I don’t think she’d go on some suicide mission. I mean she lost everybody during the invasion, but that ain’t her.”
“People with nothing, have nothing to lose,” Giovanni replied. Mira looked like she wanted to say more, but didn’t.
QUINN POINTED and Comerford trekked on, batting aside a cat’s cradle of electrical wires that dangled from the ceiling. He led everyone through a maze of pipes and hoses, the air heavy with the odor of ozone. They followed a loop of flexible ductwork that led from a mammoth compressor to a hatch that Comerford pried open. Quinn peered into the opening, a section of rigid ductwork, and darkness peered back.
“You first,” she said, prodding Comerford.
The big man pretzled himself down into the ductwork and began moving forward on his hands and knees, followed by Quinn and all of the others. As she crawled through the gloom, she began thinking about what Comerford had said. What the hell had he meant about Samantha blowing things up? Was he talking about explosives? Grenades? Something else? The whole thing was bullshit, she thought. A ploy to turn the tables on her and the others, revenge for what they’d done in New Mexico and New York. Xan and some of the others had never really forgiven them, and this was their chance for a little payback. But then that still, small voice came to her again, whispering that Samantha had always been a little different.
Quinn remembered her around the age of five, padding into Quinn’s bedroom where she whispered that she often expected to wake up as somebody else. And then there was the time when Samantha was six or seven and she was convinced that something was stalking her. A spectral figure she nicknamed “Wither,” who was as thin as a blade of grass and able to slip under doors and window sills. Quinn had been concerned enough to take Samantha to a child psychiatrist who ran a battery of tests, only to chalk everything up to an overactive imagination. There was nothing wrong with her daughter, Quinn told herself. Nothing at all.
The group crawled for some indeterminable period of time, following the ductwork as it zigzagged through the silo. Eventually, the ductwork ended at a chute, a large section of steel piping that reverberated with the sound of several unseen air handlers. This was the area where air from the outside was sucked down, conditioned, and then blasted throughout the silo. Quinn looked up and saw that the piping led up toward the surface, which was roughly eighty feet above. There were metal rungs on the side of the chute and Comerford grabbed onto one and began hauling himself up.
Quinn watched Comerford punch loose the grating at the top of the piping and climb out. She followed him topside, having been down in the darkness for so long that the day’s ambient light nearly blinded her. Crawling over the edge of the piping, Quinn hopped down onto a concrete pad where Comerford sat. She helped the others out of the piping and then set off toward the warehouse where the glider was stored.
Along the way they passed a flurry of SUVs and other cars that Quinn had seen the resistance at the base use for various operations. The machines had been destroyed, the tires shot out, the sides riddled with bullets. Quinn dropped to her haunches and surveyed the wreckage. The ground was full of curds of glass from shattered windows, nuggets of rubber from shredded tires, the air tanged with the odor of spilled gasoline. The bastards, she thought to herself. They knew we’d be coming.
Everyone scattered for a moment, taking up defensive positions, making sure that an ambush wasn’t imminent. Satisfied that whoever had destroyed the vehicles was gone, the group nosed around one of the outbuildings and Comerford directed them to a faraway outbuilding with a closed roll-up door. The group heaved the door open to reveal a pair of lightly armored Jeeps on the inside. They were older model machines grimed with dust, but they’d have to do. Quinn surmised that in all the hurry, Xan and the others had missed them.
They continued on and Quinn saw that the doors to the warehouse where the glider was kept were open. She crept inside, keeping low, just in case a sniper or two had stayed behind. The exterior of the glider was blackened, but unbroken and the ground was littered with shell casings and the telltale signs that somebody (Xan!) had tried to destroy it.
“Dumbasses,” Cody said, taking in the glider. “The schumucks didn’t realize that the exoskeleton is basically impervious to fire and small arms. Besides, you gotta know the password to get inside,” he said, grinning, holding up his hand. He moved over and waved his hand in front of a biometrics scanner as the rear ramp on the glider descended.
“We need boots on the ground if we want to catch them,” Quinn said. “We need an intercept team.”
Giovanni raised his hand. “I’ll go.”
“Me too,” said Luke. Mackie and Eli did the same.
“The rest of us will go in the glider,” Hayden said. “Quinn, Giovanni, and the others will head west in the jeeps and we’ll head east. I figure we’ll go fifty miles out and if we see anyone on the roads, we’ll investigate. If not, we’ll head back west and link up.”
Quinn nodded. “We’ve got no helmets though, Gunny. No helmets, no way to communicate.”
“So we’ll just have to make do,” Hayden said. “We’re overwatch. If we spot something, we’ll do our best to ride to the rescue.”
Quinn smiled and caught a look from Cody who asked, “I assume you’ve got a plan?”
“Yep,” she replied. “And it’s a pretty simple one. We rescue Samantha and smoke any sonofabitch that gets in our way.”
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Samantha was woozy from Xan’s punch, bound, duct tape over her mouth, and stuffed in the back of an armored SUV that was flying down the highway. Two resistance fighters were up front, one driving the other riding shotgun. Samantha was seated behind them, flanked by Xan and another fighter, a man she’d never seen before with a mangled hand. She tried to move her wrists and legs, but they’d been zipcuffed and duct-taped. Samantha closed her eyes and tried to conjure up some magic but Xan plucked her earlobe and ripped the duct tape from her mouth.
“Hey! Watch it!” Samantha shouted.
“She speaks,” said the man with the mangled hand.
“I do a lot more than that, sparky,” Samantha replied, winking at him.
The man smiled and nodded. “M’name’s Esai Quarrels, Samantha.”
“Awesome. At least now I have a name when I report my kidnapping, along with the assault and battery,” Samantha said, casting an eye in Xan’s direction.
“I’m sorry for hitting you,” Xan said.
“Yeah, I really believe that,” Samantha replied.
“She’s a pistol, Alexandra,” Quarrels said, chuckling. “That’s for sure.”
“What is it that you do, Mister Quarrels?” she asked.
“I traffic in information and also dabble in the trading of valuable things.”
“Done that your whole life?” Samantha asked.
“Well, there were a few years in middle school…” Quarrels said, trailing off, a zippered grin on his face.
“Look, Mister Quarrels, I’m thinking I can be frank with you.”
“I appreciate you saying that.”
“If you let me go right now, I won’t hurt you. In fact, aside from Xan there, I won’t hurt any of you.”
Quarrels leaned back and laughed. “You can’t hurt me even if you wanted to.”
“Would you like me to demonstrate just how wrong you are about that?” Samantha asked.
The grin vanished from Quarrels’s face. He reached out and grabbed Samantha’s knee and pressed hard.
“We are going to meet some new friends shortly, Samantha, and I would really love it if you’d promise to be on your best behavior.”
“And if I’m not?” Samantha asked.
Quarrels whipped out a thin blade that resembled a boning knife and held it up. “I’d really prefer not to introduce you to Mister Shiny.”
Samantha stared at the knife, betraying no emotion. “Are you finished, Esai?”
“Yes I am, baby sister,” Quarrels replied.
“Did you think what you just said would scare me?” Samantha asked.
“Didn’t it?”
“Even a day ago, I would’ve been a little frightened yeah, but not now,” Samantha said.
At this, she leaned toward Quarrels, smiling darkly. “Because I’ve seen the other side. I know that the only way any of you are going to survive is if you keep me alive. You’re so scared of the aliens, but you have no idea what’s coming.”
“And what might that be?” Quarrels asked, a flicker of fear in his eyes.
At this, Samantha grinned and started laughing boisterously. She continued to laugh even after Xan and the other resistance fighters screamed for her to stop. Xan grabbed the piece of duct tape and slapped it back over Samantha’s mouth.
“Make that magically disappear, freak,” Xan said smugly.
Sam just glared, daring her to strike her again, to try anything. She had a feeling such an action would pull the worst out of her.
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Q uinn, Giovanni, Mackie, Luke, and Eli took Comerford and Dan with them back to the armored Jeeps they’d seen earlier. Giovanni entered both Jeeps and then exited, pissed that there weren’t any keys. Comerford said the keys were back down in the silo, but there wasn’t enough time to go for them.
“We don’t need no stinkin’ keys,” Eli said.
Quinn turned to him and he lifted both hands and wriggled his fingers, grinning.
As Eli went to work hotwiring both machines, Quinn and Giovanni were approached by Comerford. They tensed, Quinn bringing her pistol around. Comerford raised his hands.
“I’m not the bad guy here,” he said.
“You could’ve fooled me,” Quinn said.
Comerford gestured for them to move away from the others and they stepped aside with him.
“There’s one thing I forget to mention earlier, Sergeant,” Comerford said. “There’s a man with Xan, a fella named Quarrels. He might present a problem.”
“How so?” she asked.
“He’s a bit of a wild card. A rogue operator.”
“I don’t remember ever hearing his name,” Giovanni said.
“Because he always preferred to freelance,” Comerford replied. “When the invasion happened, we had our core group, but once we starting losing people, we absorbed every able body who could carry a gun. Quarrels was one of the later ones. Scuttlebutt is he was a dealer of narcotics and other things in Los Angeles and down near the border in the days before the invasion.”
“Even more reason to send him and the others on to their rewards,” Quinn replied as the first of the two Jeeps roared to life in the background.
Comerford froze, his eyebrows up. “I don’t think you get my point.”
“So help me out here then,” Quinn said.
“The man has connections is all I’m saying. Some of the dirtbags and black hats he was running drugs with took a pause after the scuds first appeared, but have started up operations again.”
“The bandits out in the desert?” Giovanni asked.
Comerford nodded. “Wouldn’t surprise me if they linked up at some point.”
Quinn smiled. “Even better. I always loved shooting fish in a barrel.”
“Hey! Check it out!” Luke shouted. Quinn and Giovanni looked over and saw him waving his arms. They went over and found that he was rummaging through a series of wooden crates and plastic lockers at the back of the space. He pulled out what looked like a small airplane with wings that folded out.
“The hell is this?” Luke asked. “A model plane?”
“It’s a drone,” Giovanni said. “An older model. I remember seeing someone use it back in Yemen. What did they call it? A ‘Raven’?”
Luke handed it to Quinn. The Raven drone was light, maybe five pounds, the wingspan four feet at the most, a tiny carbon-fiber propeller fixed to its nose. She examined the drone and spotted something stuck on the back of it, a quarter that had been wedged over a cracked piece of plastic, and a control switch. She pulled the quarter out and felt a current pulse through the drone. The tiny propeller hummed to life. Quinn could see that the quarter had replaced some piece of plastic or carbon-fiber that had broken off in the past. She reinserted the quarter and the propeller stopped. Quinn set the drone aside and fished through crates and lockers, but there was nothing else of value.
The second Jeep roared to life, so Quinn grabbed the Raven drone and hurried back over to it. She watched Luke climb behind the wheel of the first Jeep, with Giovanni riding shotgun. Mackie sat in the back, keeping an eye on Comerford.
Quinn, Eli, and Dan moved over to the second vehicle, the sound of the glider powering up echoing in the distance. Eli took the wheel as Quinn grabbed her assault rifle and slid into the passenger seat, with Dan seated in the back.
The Jeeps thundered off, driving between the outbuildings. Quinn looked out of her open window, watching the glider hover in the air and then rocket up into the sky. The Jeeps drove out onto Highway 85, where they stopped while Mackie and Quinn dismounted and dropped to the pavement. Vehicular traffic was almost nil in the area, and both spotted fresh tread marks in the dusty blacktop. This, coupled with what Comerford had said about the Syndicate bases, caused Quinn to believe that Xan was indeed heading west. They climbed back into the Jeeps and sped off, with Eli driving his machine in the lead as the shadow of the glider passed over the procession.
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Samantha stared out of her window as the armored SUV motored across the High Plains, shooting over the road which was wrecked in places. She watched electrical poles whip past, most of them pinned with sheets of paper, “Missing Posters,” for those who’d been taken away by the aliens.
The SUV swerved off the main highway and flew over an industrial road that curled toward a cluster of commercial buildings on the horizon. Samantha recognized the area as being not too far away from the place where Hadrian had visited her in the grocery store, which increasingly seemed like something that had happened another lifetime ago. Samantha felt the SUV begin to slow and she looked up to see something in the distance.
A small line of cars fronted by a pack of armed men.
She squinted. The men were wearing tattered clothing. No uniforms, more like filthy jeans and sweat pants work garb. A few had balaclavas covering their faces.
They were bandits for sure.
Samantha mumbled under the duct tape, then scrunched down, waiting for the bandits to open fire.
Several seconds passed and no shots came, and that’s when Samantha knew that Quarrels had been referring to the bandits as his new friends. The resistance and the bandits had formed some sort of unholy alliance.
The SUV slowed to a stop.
Xan leaned back, pistol in one hand.
“I’m going to remove the tape from your mouth,” she said. “Nod once if you understand that.”
Samantha nodded once.
“No offense, but I don’t give a fuck how old you are. If you scream I will hurt you.”
Samantha hesitated, then nodded once again.
Xan removed the tape from Samantha’s mouth and she sucked in several breaths.
“Those are the jackasses who tried to kill us!” Samantha shouted, referencing the bandits outside.
“Not quite,” Xan replied, a gleam in her eye. She produced a box-cutter and slit the bindings on Samantha’s ankles.
Samantha’s gaze rose from her ankles to Xan and she nodded. She got it now. “You … the bandits. It’s that whole enemy of my enemy thing, huh?”
Xan smiled. “Like I said. You’re sharp, kid. Now get the fuck out of the car.”

SAMANTHA DROPPED down from the SUV and felt the hard-packed earth under her tennis shoes. Slowly pivoting, she noticed that the two other resistance fighters in her SUV had remained inside. So, too, had the other four or five resistance fighters packed into the second SUV, the one that had been following them.
Turning back, she counted a dozen bandits and five cars at the roadblock, and beyond that, an industrial yard: several tin-punched buildings and a shed made of cement block wreathed by a rusted chain link fence. Samantha struggled to raise her still bound arms and Quarrels grabbed and forced them down.
“Remember what we talked about,” Quarrels said.
Samantha nodded. “Sure hope you know what you’re doing.”
“We got us a real solid proposal worked out for them,” Quarrels said.
“You know that old saying about God?”
“What’s that?” Quarrels asked.
“You wanna make Him laugh, tell Him your plans.”
Samantha smirked. Quarrels did not. Instead, he grabbed Samantha by her wrist bindings and led her forward toward the bandits. One of the armed figures removed a balaclava to reveal a woman with closely shorn, black hair. The woman crept forward, clutching an assault rifle, doing a double-take at Xan, standing in her red Syndicate battle armor.
“You working for the scuds now, Alexandra?” the woman asked.
“Stole it from them,” Xan replied.
“Yeah, well, you’re early,” the woman said, unimpressed.
“There was an incident,” Xan replied.
The woman frowned. “You’re lucky. Rane’s here so grab your shit and let’s go.”
Xan looked at Quarrels who nodded and then the female bandit with closely-cropped hair signaled for everyone to follow her.

THE FEMALE BANDIT LED SAMANTHA, Xan, and Quarrels through a hole in the chain link fence, the trio trailed by five of the bandits from the roadblock. They hiked up a gravel path and through the rear door on one of the warehouses.
Light spangled through holes in the warehouse’s metal ceiling, splashing a dozen men and women who were gathered in a circle around several motorcycles, something enormous that was covered by a tarp, and several SUVs. Aside from this, there were stacks of weapons and what looked like crates of ammunition. At the rear of the warehouse were several small mounds of paper money and jewelry and various other items that Samantha surmised the bandits had stolen during foraging runs.
The circle broke and Samantha saw a man standing at its center, smoking a cigarette. The man was tall and lean, dressed in black cargo boots and a black T-shirt with a leopard on it. His forehead was ridged with scars, giving him the appearance of one who had been scalped. The man flicked his cigarette away, his eyes going wide when he spotted Xan in the alien armor. He then looked to Samantha, his gaze neither hot nor cold. It didn’t look like he gave a damn about who any of them were. He loped forward and Samantha saw that he had the pale, lifeless eyes of a corpse. Samantha assumed this was the man in charge, the man named Rane.
“You Rane?” Xan asked.
The man shook his head and pointed to the other end of the warehouse. There was a light on in what looked like an office. He turned and walked toward it and the trio followed. Along the way, Samantha heard the humming of unseen generators and observed additional things she hadn’t seen before. Burn marks on the floor, along with spatters of red or black (Samantha couldn’t tell which), and several plastic drums of gasoline. Beyond this were what appeared to be three metal tiger cages with blackened bars. Her mouth went dry. She didn’t like the look of any of it.
There were snatches of conversation coming from the office along with soft music, something with flutes and drums and a horn or two. The kind of tunes older folks used to listen to. Jazz, Samantha remembered her mother describing it as once.
They entered the office which was long and cluttered with file cabinets and an oversized desk, the walls shingled with plaques and commendations and photos of people standing next to other people. Everything had been painted white, including the ceiling fan that buzzed lazily overhead.
Samantha saw a table heavy with food and a man rising up over it. The man was fifty, tall, handsome, impeccably groomed in a black jacket and slacks (with a tan scarf around his neck), his hair salted gray. He smiled and flashed ultra-white teeth and Samantha thought he looked like an actor playing a role. The well-groomed man gestured at the man who’d led them into the room, specifically pointing to the greasy hank of hair that lay atop his scarified skull.
“Do you know how he got those wounds?” the well-groomed man asked.
Nobody replied.
“It wasn’t the aliens that did it. It was our people. Some cadre of National Guardsmen who thought he was trying to steal food over at a FEMA camp in Boise. Man just wanted himself some water and they took off half his head. Isn’t that right?”
The man with the scarred skull nodded and then exited the room.
“I don’t even know that man’s name,” the well-groomed man continued. “All I know is his story. I often say that names no longer matter, but in this instance that’s not exactly true.” He extended his hand and said, “William Rane.”
Quarrels and Xan shook his hand vigorously.
“So you’re the resistance,” Rane said, taking a step back.
“She is,” Quarrels said, angling his chin at Xan. “I’m more of an army of one. A freelancer.”
“Aren’t we all these days,” Rane said. “I love that color on you,” he continued with a smile, placing a finger on Xan’s red armor. “Where’d you get it?”
“She pried it off a dead scud,” Quarrels lied.
“Wonderful,” Rane said, turning his gaze to Samantha. “And your name, sweetheart?”
“She’s the one I told your boys about,” Xan said. “The Marine’s daughter.”
“Ah, Samantha,” Rane said, nodding, his fingers steepled under his chin. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”
“All good I hope,” Samantha said.
Rane laughed and Samantha noticed something about his eyes. They were dull, lifeless, the eyes of a doll. No kindness in them at all. Rane pointed to the food. “Now that we’ve been properly introduced, please help yourselves.”
Samantha watched Xan and Quarrels grab handfuls of the food, what looked like fruit and vegetables and cookies, real cookies, the kind she hadn’t seen in many months. Samantha’s hands were still bound, so she was unable to snag any of the grub. Rane snatched up a cookie and held it before Samantha’s mouth.
“I’m sorry about your bindings, but if what Alexandra says is true, we can’t be too careful with you,” Rane whispered.
“What did she say about me?”
“That you’re in league with the things up there,” Rane said, pointing up.
“I’m pretty sure that’s – what’s the word? Libel?” Samantha said, biting the cookie.
“Slander,” Rane said, correcting her. “Something spoken that’s defamatory is slander. Libel is when it’s written.”
“And you’d know that how?” Samantha asked, finishing the cookie.
“Because I was state court judge before everything happened,” Rane replied. At this, he smiled and turned to the others. “I suppose, in a sense, I still am a judge of sorts, although the stakes are higher now aren’t they?”
“About our deal, Mister Rane,” Xan said, wiping her face, growing impatient.
“We don’t have one yet,” Rane said, his smile wilting. “In order to form a contract, there needs to be an offer and acceptance. You’ve yet to present your offer.”
Quarrels looked like he was readying to respond when Xan waved him off. She stepped toward Rane. “In the years before the invasion, the government was setting up these pre-position vaults all over the world. Secret places where they stored money and fuel and weapons, just so they’d have something to fall back on if the shit hit the fan. They had assault zone recon teams scouting and setting them up in places like Israel and Jordan and all over the—”
“We’re a long way away from Israel and Jordan,” Rane said, tapping an imaginary wristwatch to let Xan know his time was short.
“When they got tired of overseas, they started building the stashes here,” Quarrels said, cutting to the chase. “There’s one right in your own backyard.”
Rane nodded. “But if that’s true, why do I need you? Why wouldn’t I just do something terrible to all of you? Torture you for the information, burn you alive for instance, and then go and gather up all of the goodies in the vault for myself?”
Silence leeched from the room. It was the way that Rane had said this, with absolutely no emotion while still maintaining a wisp of a smile that spooked Samantha the most. At that moment he was simultaneously composed and unhinged. There was a tick at the corner of his right eye and Samantha noticed some black under all of his fingernails. She thought back on the tiger cage outside in the warehouse, the one with the blackened bars, and trembled.
“The fact that the vault is so close and you ain’t found it yet is why you need us,” Quarrels said, his voice falling to a whisper. “And you can do what you want to me, sir, but I ain’t a talker. Ask anyone.”
“I still haven’t heard the offer,” Rane said impatiently.
“We hit the vault with some of your people and take only the one or two things we’re looking for,” Xan said. “The rest is all yours. The money, the gear, the weapons, you name it. All we ask is that you send some of your boys to cover our ass in the event someone follows.”
“Who would follow?”
Xan’s gaze swung to Samantha and Rane nodded. He understood. “Done!” he shouted. “We have a deal!”
Xan and Quarrels smiled, relieved. Quarrels reached out a hand and Rane took it in both of his and didn’t let go. “There’s one thing left unaddressed, however. What happens if there’s a breach of our little contract?”
“There won’t be, sir,” Quarrels said.
Rane let go of Quarrel’s hand and stared at the ceiling as if running down an invisible checklist. “In the days before, there’d be a penalty if you breached,” Rane said, a crooked smile still splashed across his face. “Liquidated damages we used to call it. But seeing that the law has fallen away, that simply will not suffice.”
“What do you have in mind, Mister Rane?” Quarrels asked.
“I’ll keep the girl,” Rane said smiling hugely at Samantha. “She’ll stay in my company and I will keep watch over her. Just until we reach the vault.”
“No way,” Samantha said. “No way, I’m going with this—”
“Done,” Xan said.
Before Samantha could react, Rane had whistled and several of his goons entered the room. They bulled forward and grabbed her, hauling her out of the warehouse.
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Anticipatory grief is what the military shrink had called it back in the days directly before the invasion. Quinn sat in the front passenger seat of the Jeep, white-knuckling her assault rifle, remembering the psychiatrist mentioning the term while casually detailing all of the ways the world would not be the same after the aliens came. For starters, he said she’d likely lose most of her immediate family, but that anticipating a loved one’s death was considered perfectly normal and healthy. What a lovely little thought, Quinn had thought before punching the man in the face. Just as before, there was no way in hell she’d contemplate Samantha’s death even though it was staring her in the face. She tried thinking of other things, but kept coming back to the odds of tracking her down alive, and they weren’t good.
“Ain’t a good thing to hold onto all that anger,” a voice said.
Quinn glanced over at Eli who was behind the wheel. “I’m intense, Eli.”
“Yeah, I kinda gathered that.”
“Always have been. Comes from my old man.”
“Lemme guess. He was a Marine?” Eli asked.
“Nope, he was Irish,” Quinn replied.
Eli pursed his lips. “They have a way of holding things in, don’t they? Why is that?”
“My mom said it’s either because they struggled against foreign invaders for a thousand years or because they’re on an island. They’re trapped, bottled up.”
“Literally and figuratively,” Eli said, finishing Quinn’s thought.
Quinn nodded, a wistful smile on her face. “Guess I’m a lot like him. Can’t say happiness is something I’ve experienced a whole lot in my life, but when I have been happy, it’s usually because of Samantha.”
“We are going to find her,” Eli said.
“I want to believe that.”
Eli reached out a hand and placed it on Quinn’s shoulder. “‘Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding. In all your ways submit to him, and he will make your paths straight.’ That’s from Solomon. Book of Proverbs,” Eli continued, tapping the words out on the steering wheel.
Quinn took this in, then replied, “I fear not because ‘women never really faint and villains always blink their eyes.’”
Eli’s brow furrowed. “Who said that? Solomon?”
“Lou Reed,” Dan muttered from the back seat.
Quinn looked back at Dan. Her rifle was angled toward him as she watched him fortify himself with a few gulps of air.
“It was him, right?” Dan asked. “I mean what you just said is from that old song by that band. The Velvet Underground.”
“Sweet Jane,” Quinn said. “That’s the song.”
Dan nodded exhaled deeply, nodding, as if he’d just gotten an answer right on a pop quiz.
“I dig dino rock,” Dan said.
“Did we ask your opinion on anything?” Quinn said, her eyes like ball bearings.
“No, ma’am.”
“You ever hear you shouldn’t speak unless spoken to?”
“All the time,” Dan replied, nodding.
There were a few seconds of silence, and then Dan whispered, “She said she saw the end of the world by the way.”
“Didn’t you just hear me?!” Quinn shouted.
“I figured you’d want to know. Your daughter’s Samantha, right? That’s what she said. She said that, and that something or somebody showed her how to blow up things that aren’t alive.”
“None of that makes any sense,” Quinn said.
“That’s just what she said,” Dan replied with a shrug.
Dan broke Quinn’s gaze, staring down at his shoes as she turned back. Her eyes roamed the sun-baked countryside off to the right. She pondered Dan’s words, how ridiculous they sounded. After all, he was one of them wasn’t he? In with the resistance fighters who’d lied, who’d betrayed them? He was doing it intentionally, making up a story to sow the seeds of doubt and confusion.
Once again she seized on Comerford, who had intimated he’d seen something involving Samantha. What was it? Images, footage of Samantha doing something? Doing what? Blowing things up? How do you think you got out of the room? the small voice in the back of her head whispered. Cracking her knuckles to hold back her mounting unease, Quinn glanced outside again and watched the other Jeep. She searched the sky for the glider and her thoughts turned to Cody, who she hoped was faring better than she was.

THE OTHER JEEP rolled along with Luke driving and Giovanni riding next to him, each with their nerves on end. It had been too long since they had seen each other, even longer since their discussion to keep this all focused and avoid the whole relationship thing. Giovanni was damn glad that idea had vanished almost as quickly as it had arisen, and now he had the man of his dreams at his side. It was better this way, knowing where your loved one is—at least he would have a chance to fight for Luke’s life if it came to that.
He couldn’t imagine being separated, hearing that a Syndicate patrol had engaged Luke’s group and that he was too far away to do anything but worry.
Forget that.
So here he was, finger twitching as his imagination took him to a battlefield where Syndicate warriors and drones came after them, while he and Luke fought back to back, taking down one after the other.
“Where’s your mind?” Luke asked in a hushed voice, but loud enough to be heard over the roaring of the jeep. He was certain the others couldn’t hear what they were saying, but still kept his voice low. “You were spacing off again.”
“Spacing?” Giovanni chuckled. “I feel like spacing should have a new meaning. Like when you’re out in space shooting Syndicate warriors dead, that’s spacing. The old thing should just be called day dreaming, or staring off into nothing.”
“Yeah, sure… So?”
“So I was just daydreaming about spacing, basically. With you.”
“The two of us, plowing through Syndicate assholes?”
“Um, your choice of words is weird, but yes.” Goivanni chuckled as Luke blushed.
“I didn’t mean it that way,” Luke insisted. “Point is, there’s nothing I’d rather do with you more than stand at your side killing those jerks. For now.”
Giovanni smiled, “How many you killed so far?”
Luke frowned. “You really think I’m telling you my number?”
“We’re not there yet?”
“How about this,” Luke offered, “we start from now, keep a tally. Then we see who wins.”
Giovanni cocked his head, considering this, then smiled. “Deal. But I’ve gotta warn you, I’m real good at this. My number’s damn high already.”
“Still talking about Syndicate here, right?”
Giovanni chuckled. “Exclusively, yes.”
“Not that…you know, numbers would bother me.”
“Mine wouldn’t.” Giovanni glanced away, embarrassed, then looked back to Luke. “Is it weird that our minds are on this stuff, even during everything else?”
“Considering the fact that there’s no time for this type of conversation otherwise, I’d say it’s a miracle we haven’t been worse so far.”
Giovanni’s mouth went dry and he glanced over, wondering if that was somehow Luke’s way of saying he wanted to be more intimate. Not that he hadn’t thought the same thoughts, but his mind went back to the topic of distractions. Getting physical certainly would be a distraction, and likely change his mindset on a few things. For now, he decided, it was a topic best left alone.

CODY AND HAYDEN were seated behind the controls of the glider as it swooped down over the plains. Hayden was manually flying the craft as Cody studied the glider’s air to ground radar, a system he’d nicknamed Skyview.
Using a touch-screen, Cody was able to create an integrated multi-colored map of the earth. By using the system he was able to simultaneously track anything on the ground and in the air within ten miles of the glider. He tapped the glider’s console and subwindows propagated, providing overhead shots of a few vehicles moving down various roads. The system reminded Cody of a surveillance platform the military had once created many years before. It was called ARGUS-IX, a four point four gigapixel video system (made up of 368 individual sensors) that could resolve details as small as six inches from an altitude of thirty-thousand feet. Skyview had significantly greater capabilities and as Cody tapped each subwindow, he was able to zoom down and into the targeted vehicle. He was disappointed that Samantha was nowhere in sight.
“Like finding that goddamn needle in a haystack,” Hayden said.
Cody nodded. “They had an hour head start on us at least. No telling where they are now.”
“Another six minutes and we’re circling back,” Hayden said.
Cody slumped in his chair and listened to the sound of the wind buffeting the glider. For a moment he lost himself in the sky, which was powder blue and streaked with low cloud cover. “Tell me how this ends Hayden,” Cody whispered.
“Who says it will?”
Cody looked over. “Would it bother you if it didn’t? If the fighting continued?”
Hayden didn’t respond and Cody added, “Renner said you left the service for a while.”
Hayden frowned, looking straight ahead. “Renner flaps his gums too much.”
“Is it true?”
Hayden slowly nodded. “I binned out for a bit, yeah. I tried to settle down and do the one point five kids and white picket fence thing.”
“How come you came back?”
Hayden looked over. “You ‘member what Hawkins said before? All that shit about the circle being around since the dawn of time and how we’re on the inside of it looking out?”
“I remember,” Cody said.
“That is one of the truest goddamn things I’ve ever heard. When I left and went back to the world, it just didn’t make sense no more. I guess you could say I stepped outside of that circle. I mean, they can say what they want about war being evil and whatnot, but the idea of being part of something real, of sacrificing yourself for one of your people? Man, you just don’t get the same sensation cutting the grass on a Thursday night. You feel me?”
Cody nodded. “So Quinn and the others—”
“They’re my tribe, man,” Hayden said. “They are my fucking people.”
“What about me?” Cody asked.
“You know how there’s always one person who stands in the back and makes all the other people look really good. That’s you, bro.”
“Was that a compliment?”
Hayden smirked. “Close as I’ll ever get to one.”
Hayden held out a fist that Cody bumped. Then Cody turned back to the console and quickly swiped away several vehicles that did not contain Samantha. There were no more vehicles anywhere in sight. He leaned back, wondering what the hell had happened to her.
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Samantha was led out the back of the warehouse by one of Rane’s armed bandits and through an area that was a beehive of activity. She saw men and women in sheds churning out small machine parts and pumping and mixing fuel or tending to rows of wind turbines, while others powered up welding torches to fasten armor against the sides of trucks and SUVs. Still others were stooped over benches in greenhouses and a water station that lay beside a small forest of solar panels that Samantha was taken through, keeping her eyes downcast.
She looked sideways to see tents where a mixture of people, of various ages and ethnicities, were sharpening blades and slotting bullets into ammunition magazines. She saw a peg board with what looked like animal masks hanging from it, along with what might be human scalps. An enormous Hispanic man holding a machete grabbed one of them from the board, a mask that resembled the head of a pig, and slid it down over his face.
The armed bandit holding her wrist saw this and laughed. “The Lord created the world in six days. Only took five for it to fall apart.”
They shuttled past all of this, Xan and Quarrels nowhere to be seen. Rane was suddenly visible up ahead, standing by his lonesome. He still had the tan scarf around his neck, but he’d taken off his jacket and had his dress shirt rolled up at the sleeves, as if he was readying to go to work. His forearms were tanned and wiry and she spotted a few tattoos on his wrist.
“Since when do judges get inked?” she blurted out.
Rane smiled. “It was a midlife crisis thing. I’d just turned forty-five and thought it might be appropriate to get a motorcycle and a few tats. People I worked with thought it was a cliché, but there comes a time when you forget what it felt like to be young.”
“Looking into the past?” Samantha asked.
Rane nodded. “Nostalgia I suppose.”
“My mom used to say nostalgia is like crack for old people,” Samantha said.
Rane smiled. “I’d like to meet your mother.”
“I’m pretty sure you will.”
Rane’s smile slipped away and Samantha gestured to the bandits in the sheds. “You’ve
got a nice little operation.”
“Purely out of necessity. Who else would help us?”
“The government?”
Rane barked a nasty laugh. “Do you know the nine most terrifying words in the
English language?”
Samantha shook her head.
“I’m from the government, and I’m here to help,” Rane replied, chuckling. “People say
the aliens destroyed everything, but everything was already gone long before they came. I mean, you’re young, but what was coming out of D.C.? Gridlock, graft, scandal upon scandal, everybody looking out for themselves, putting party before people.”
“Pot meet kettle,” Samantha said.
Rane chuckled. “I assume you’re insinuating that I’m no different. That I’m some kind of brigand, right?”
“Only if brigand means a guy who murders people and steals their stuff.”
Rane smiled, his teeth as white as piano keys. “One man’s thief is another man’s entrepreneur, Samantha. And besides, I’m simply laying the foundation for what’s to come.”
“Yeah. Hell on Earth.”
“If the aliens wanted to destroy this planet, don’t you think they would have already done it?” Rane asked. “I think this is less about destruction and more about colonization.”
“Love how you’re rationalizing the destruction of our world.”
“I was forced to do the same thing literally every day I was on the bench as a judge. One of the few positive things you learn in law school is to understand your adversary. You think like them, you become like them, you are fully aware of every facet of their position.”
“I’m pretty sure their position is a simple one: kill and kidnap.”
“You’re wrong,” Rane said, staring up at the sky. “They’ve largely stopped the mass killing because they’ve realized they made a mistake. The first rule of any invasion is do not take more territory than you can control. You do that and you lay the groundwork for your own defeat. I think they know this which is why they’ve pulled back and started building bases out in the deserts. In time, I believe the Earth will be an outpost ruled over by something akin to the East India Company. Do you know what that is?”
“I’m twelve,” Samantha replied.
“It was a business that originally began in the Seventeenth Century and gradually expanded so that by the Nineteenth Century it had its own army, accounted for half the world’s trade, and ruled over large sections of Asia.”
“You think the aliens are going to be like that?”
Rane shook his head. “I think they’re going to need something like that to pacify and rule this planet.”
“Does Xan know about this? Cause she’s kinda got issues with anyone she thinks might be in cahoots with the aliens.”
Rane winked at her. “It’ll be our little secret.”
“And so what? You’re planning on working for the Syndicate?” Samantha asked.
“Why not?”
“For starters, you’d literally be a traitor to your species.”
Rane’s face darkened. “Let me tell you about our species. When the invasion happened I was leaving a judicial conference in Denver. I was heading home when I found that the National Guard had blocked off I-25 without telling anyone. I got out of my car and the street was alive with people and there was this sound in the air, like a billion knives rubbing against each other all at once. I looked up and there they were, those flying drones, the ones some people called Swans. One of them shot this metal whip, this lasso, down that looped around my neck and before I could even scream I was being pulled up into the air. Even now I can’t describe the level of pain, but I remember waving my arms and crying out and nobody, not one goddamn person, made a move to help.”
At this, Rane removed the tan scarf to reveal a halo of ridged, welted flesh around his neck. He looked as if he’d survived a hanging, Samantha thought. As if someone had strung him up (which they had) and left him to dangle for hours, the rope gouging his neck.
“I was all alone and I closed my eyes and somehow, by some miracle, that halo snapped and I fell twenty feet down to the ground and suffered nothing worse than this scar and a few bruises,” Rane said. “So it’s not that I’m turning my back on the species. The species turned its back on me a long time ago.”
Before Samantha could respond, there came the roar of several engines. She looked up to see three armored SUVs being backed up toward them. In addition, the large object that Samantha previously saw hidden under the tarp was driven down a concrete ramp at the rear of the warehouse.
“It’s time to go,” Rane said.
“Remember how you said you’d like to meet my mother?”
Rane nodded.
“I think you’re going to get that opportunity really soon.”
“And?” Rane asked.
“And she’s probably not going to be in the best of moods,” Samantha said.
Rane smiled. “Do you know why I’m not worried?”
Samantha just stared at Rane who whistled as two men removed the tarp from the large object to reveal a titanic, weaponized dump-truck. The machine had metal baffles on the side for extra protection, a Gatling-gun like weapon bolted to the middle of the hood, several small rockets on either side, seated in metal canisters, and a giant yellow smiley face painted on the front grill. Four men climbed into the dump-truck while six more, including two men carrying what appeared to be surface-to-air missiles, entered several armored SUVs.
Rane pointed at the dump-truck. “That’s why I’m not afraid of your mother,” he said. He laid a hand on Samantha’s shoulder and guided her toward one of the armored SUVs. She watched him bark a few orders in Spanish to the other bandits, after which he climbed into the vehicle with her. The SUV with Samantha inside jolted off, heading west while the dump-truck and several other SUVs, overflowing with armed bandits headed east … headed back toward Shiloh.

SAMANTHA SAT IN THE BACK, sandwiched between two of Rane’s goons who were grimy and smelled of sweat and meat that had been left out in the sun to spoil. She saw that the SUV was driving down an industrial road, following the SUVs driven by Xan and the other resistance fighters. They were headed out across the scrub, driving toward the mountains.
Rane was in the passenger seat up front, a pair of pencils in hand, drumming along the dashboard to the beat of a jazz song that was warbling from an old, portable music player. Samantha watched Rane grooving to the tune, eyes closed, following the beat, tapping out a high-hat on his knees.
“Life is a lot like jazz, it’s best when you improvise,” Rane said. His eyes snapped open and he glanced at Samantha. “George Gershwin said that.”
“I don’t know who that is,” Samantha replied.
“But you understand the meaning of what I just said, don’t you?”
Samantha remained silent and Rane gestured to the two goons. “Cut her straps,” he said.
Samantha reacted and one of the goons unfolded a box cutter and cut the bindings on Samantha’s wrist. “Now you’re free,” Rane said. “Now you can show me what you’re capable of. Improvise a little.”
Samantha stared at her hands and moved her fingers. Thoughts were swirling in her head. She closed her eyes and began focusing, concentrating on finding a way to do something, anything.
“C’mon, c’mon, show me some magic,” Rane said.
“It’s not magic,” she replied.
“What is it then?”
“You’ll see,” she whispered, eyes still closed. “You’ll see…”
But nothing happened.
Not a thing.
Silence shrouded the SUV and then Samantha opened her eyes. There was a look of profound disappointment on Rane’s face.
“I guess I was expecting something … significant,” Rane said. “Looks like you’re perfectly ordinary after all.”
“Sorry to disappoint you.”
“I hope Alexandra and Mister Quarrels don’t disappoint me. If they do, you’ll have to answer for it.”
Rane smiled again. Then he whistled and one of the goons brought out a pair of plastic zipcuffs and tightened them back around Samantha’s wrists. They drove on, Samantha listening to the sound of Rane drumming on the dashboard.

SAMANTHA WAS SURPRISED when the SUV turned off the primary road and blasted across a strip of hard-packed earth that led toward the mountains. They motored across a floodplain and then glided over a bridge that spanned a roiling river. She noticed that Rane was staring intently at something in the distance as the SUV edged over a ridgeline. The SUV drew closer and Samantha peered out at the scattered remains of some abandoned government complex hidden in the scrub.
She saw a fallen metal fence, a few curls of asphalt separating squat buildings that circled a partially camouflaged monstrosity of concrete and reinforced steel. The thing looked like a ziggurat, one of those temples in Central America that she’d read about once in an old magazine. Rane’s mouth peeled back in a smile when he saw the other SUVs up ahead, the ones driven by Xan, Quarrels, and the others.
Samantha was led down from the SUV, the air hot and gritty. Xan, Quarrels, and several other resistance fighters that Samantha had seen before were studying the front of the ziggurat intently. The entrance was a slab of polished steel pinned with some kind of scanner. Samantha watched Rane walk up to the scanner and examine it. He turned and muttered something to Xan and Quarrels who shook their heads. Then Rane turned and gestured to a tall bandit with pierced ears and a pony tail.
“Go back and grab the key,” Rane said to the bandit.
The pony tailed bandit raced back to the SUV. He disappeared around the back and then reappeared seconds later. A rocket propelled grenade launcher was positioned over his shoulder.
“Open sesame,” Rane said, everyone standing back, Samantha ducking for cover.
BOOM!
The bandit fired the launcher. The warhead slammed into the entrance door, penetrating the metal just enough to tear it from its hinges. Xan and Quarrels were the first ones inside as a bandit jabbed Samantha in the back, urging her to follow.
The interior of the ziggurat had originally been divided into sections. The warhead had changed that, the explosion having ripped a hole in a security zone just inside the doorway. Smoke hung in the air but Samantha could see the large space just on the other side of the security zone. She inched forward, listening to the hoots and hollers of the bandits as they peered out over row-upon-row of dust-covered, crates and containers. Samantha could see now that the building was some kind of armaments vault.
Every conceivable weapon and totem of war was visible: machine-guns, rocket launchers, ammo, grenades, blocks of explosives, night-vision goggles, body-armor, tactical vests, and communications gear. And on the far side of the space, near a rear metal roll-up door, were several militarized machines: two motorcycles streaked with desert camouflage, a small ATV, and what looked like a multi-person kayak on steroids with some kind of motors attached to the sides. And beyond all of that were stacks and bundles of drugs with medical markings on them. Samantha saw Quarrels smile when he spotted the contraband, paying particular attention to the drugs and one of the motorcycles.
Rane motioned to his men who began prying open the crates and containers like otters cracking open clams. Samantha recognized some of the weapons from her time with the resistance, including: old-school Javelin rockets (along with a single Hafnium launcher), ballistic grenades, squad automatic weapons, and cases of linked ammunition and chest racks filled with thirty-round magazines.
She saw Xan, Quarrels, and the resistance fighters gather up a few of the rocket launchers, rifles, ammunition, one of the motorcycles, and grenades, leaving the bulk of the weaponry for Rane and his boys who eagerly began carrying it outside.
Samantha eased forward and found herself next to Xan who was watching Rane’s men go to work.
“You’re giving weapons to a bunch of terrorists,” Samantha said under her breath.
Xan looked at her. “I’m sure you think the same of us.”
“No, you’re just a bunch of jerks. My gut tells me you were on the right side of things for a while, but now you’ve lost your way.”
“You gonna tell me about loss now?”
“I lost my grandfather and an uncle in the invasion,” Samantha said, glaring at Xan.
“I lost everybody,” Xan replied, her lip quivering. “My parents, my brothers and sisters, and nieces and nephews. All of them were in the FEMA camp down near Denver. They were burned alive during that first horrible night. You still have something to go back to, but not me. I’ve got nothing.”
“I’m sorry,” Samantha said.
“We are so far beyond sorrys,” Xan said.
“You don’t have to do whatever it is you’re planning.”
Xan considered this for a moment, a sad expression on her face. “It’s too late to turn back.”
Samantha watched Xan and some of the other resistance fighters move over to the weaponized kayak. They grabbed the kayak and moved it toward a rear door. Samantha watched Xan drop down a set of stairs to a sunken area where there was a single metal crate on a platform. She watched Xan run her hand over the crate, silently mouthing the words that were stenciled on it. Military acronyms that meant nothing to Samantha. Xan whistled to three resistance fighters who helped her lift the crate and move it through the rear door. She watched them open the crate and there was a warhead of some kind hidden inside in foam. One of the resistance fighters trapped the side of the warhead and up sprung a metal wand attached to a spring that, it was surmised, must be a hand detonator of some kind.
Quarrels appeared. “Que pasa? You’re seeing a few things you weren’t meant to see, eh young lady?”
“What’s in the box?” Samantha asked.
“What Xan came to get.”
“Can you be more vague please?”
Quarrels smiled. He gently grabbed her wrists and led her back out of the weapons vault, past the bandits and resistance fighters who were carrying gear and weapons out to the machines they’d driven in on. They stood in the hazy afternoon light as Rane shouted orders at his men, directing on where to place the materials they’d just taken from the vault.
“I’d advise you to steer clear of that man,” Quarrels said of Rane.
“You don’t have to tell me.”
“He’s a bad hombre.”
“And you’re not?” she asked.
“He’s a zealot, I’m a pragmatist. There’s a significant difference between the two.”
Her nose scrunched up and Quarrels smirked. “It was because of you that we’ve gotten this far. In essence, you’ve done something for me, and now I’ve got an obligation to do something for you.”
“Transactional morality,” Samantha whispered.
“Coin of the realm when the rule of law ends,” Quarrels replied with a slight shrug.
“So since you owe me one, how ‘bout cutting me loose.”
Quarrels shook his head. “I can’t do that, kid. But stick close to me just the same. I’ve got a feeling some bad stuff is about to go down.”




15





Q uinn was perched on the edge of her seat as the Jeep drove through a commercial area. Eli let up on the gas, as the SUV coasted toward an intersection which was blocked by a cluster of vehicles. The Jeep came to a stop. Quinn squinted. She could see what looked like a group of armed men and women assembled near the vehicles. Her eyes ratcheted to the sideview mirror. The Jeep with Luke at the wheel pulled up and his window powered down.
“Looks like the local chamber of commerce is here to greet us,” Luke said.
Quinn smirked. She exited the Jeep, assault rifle in hand, and moved over as Giovanni did likewise. They studied the bandits fronting the roadblock of cars.
“We could try and drive around them,” Giovanni said.
“Take too much time and they’d follow,” she replied.
“Where the hell is the glider?” Giovanni asked, scanning the sky. There was no sign of it at all.
“I’ll go,” Quinn finally said. “I’ll go and talk to them.”
“You don’t even have any armor.”
“If they wanted a fight, they would’ve already fired at us. I’m thinking they just want to exchange pleasantries.”
“A few kind words,” Giovanni added.
Quinn held up her assault rifle. “Yeah, well, you can get much farther with a gun and a kind word than you can with a kind word alone.”
She winked at Giovanni and moved to the rear of the Jeep and opened the back. She pulled out the Raven drone as Eli appeared. Quinn pinched the quarter from the back of the drone and pocketed it. The drone’s propeller hummed to life. She looked to Eli. “You think you can do something special with this, if the situation calls for it?”
Eli held up the drone and smiled. “I got a few ideas.”
Quinn headed out, walking down the dusty street toward the bandits. Her eyes darted everywhere, taking in every inch of space within sight. She spotted obstructions, places where shooters could be hiding, possible avenues of escape. There were a few vacant storefronts behind the bandits, an overturned bus, a small industrial yard littered with what looked like gas or propane tanks, the entire thing circled with razor wire.
Mentally, she did a headcount: the bandits had five armored vehicles, maybe eleven fighters that she could see, all heavily armed. There was a flash of something at the back of one of the SUVs. A bandit was removing something. It looked like a metal tube. What was it? A rocket launcher of some kind?
She picked up her pace, aware that time was of the essence. Every second she wasted here, was one less spent searching for Samantha.
As she drew nearer the faces of the bandits became clearer.
The man who was standing in front of the others, the lead bandit she reckoned, was wearing a mask of some kind.
A mask in the shape of a pig’s head.
The eyes and mouth on the mask had been expanded so that Quinn could see the man inside the mask. His mouth was curled up in a loopy grin. He moved away from his closest comrades, two bulbous men and a woman with closely mown hair that was painted blue.
The bandit in the pig mask pointed at Quinn’s compression shirt, the one that said “Pain Is Weakness Leaving The Body.” “I like that,” the bandit said.
“I’m planning on seeing whether it’s true in a few minutes,” Quinn said, a diamond-hard expression on her face.
“I heard that,” pig mask said, whistling.
A few seconds of silence ensued as the two sized each other up, Quinn refusing to take any shit from the bandit who was a good five inches shorter than she was. She could tell he was a bit intimated by her size. Most men were.
“I know you’re the Marine,” pig mask said, one of the ears on his mask drooping over to one side.
“And I know you were police in the days before,” Quinn said.
“How’d you know?”
“You got that affect,” Quinn replied.
“Ain’t no reason to bullshit around. We knew you were coming,” pig mask said. “And we’ve been given orders.”
“I’ve got orders too,” Quinn replied.
“Mine says you ain’t to pass.”
“And mine say I must,” Quinn said. “Sounds like we’re at an impasse.”
Pig mask grunted and nodded.
“The ones who told you about us have a little girl with them?” Quinn asked.
“That’s classified,” pig mask said.
“I’ll take that as a yes,” Quinn replied. She was about to turn and head back when she spotted a tattoo on pig mask’s bare, left bicep. The black ink showed a spidery woman emerging from a red flower, clutching a knife.
“That is the Virgin Maria Auxilatrix,” pig mask said, reading Quinn’s look. “In the old country she was the patron saint of assassins.”
“In this country, we don’t worship murderers,” Quinn said.
“Give it some time,” pig mask replied, grinning toothsomely. “Besides, is the butcher a murderer because he kills the lamb for food?”
Quinn was silent.
“You should leave,” pig mask said after Quinn remained standing before him. “I heard about you, lady, and I got mad respect for what you done down here and up there, but you’re outnumbered. Go back in your Jeep and leave this place and live to fight another day.”
“So that’s how it’s gonna be?” Quinn asked.
“Can’t be any other way,” pig mask said with a shrug.
Quinn reached in a pocket and pulled out the quarter she’d taken from the drone. She flipped it to pig mask.
“What’s this?” he asked.
Quinn smiled. “There’s this guy who transports people into hell after they die. The only catch is you’ve got to give him a coin or two before he takes you down. You’re going to be meeting him very shortly, so I thought you could use it.”
Pig mask’s smile vanished. He said something in Spanish that Quinn couldn’t place.
“It’s in the wind now,” Quinn whispered.
Pig mask nodded.
“Since you’re a sister of the gun, I’ll give you the professional courtesy of two minutes,” Pig mask said.
“After that?”
“The shooting starts.”
Quinn spun on her heels and began moving back toward the Jeeps. She was counting on the bandits being too startled to shoot her down. As she reached the Jeeps Giovanni, Eli, Luke, and the others crowded around her.
“What’d the fella in the mask say?” Eli asked.
“I’m paraphrasing, but he basically said either we leave or we die,” Quinn said.
“That’s it?”
“Pretty much, yeah.”
“So what happens next?” Luke asked.
CRACK!
A bullet flew over Luke’s head.
“That happens next!” Quinn shouted.
Everybody scrambled toward the rear of the Jeeps as—
CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!
Automatic weapons fire rang out. Quinn ducked fully behind her Jeep with Eli. She looked to the ground where the drone was humming, the propeller turning. Eli had secured it in place with a couple of bricks from a fallen wall.
Quinn’s gaze swung to Eli. “What’d you come up with?”
Eli took one of the grenades they’d appropriated from a resistance fighter back in Shiloh. He removed the pull-pin and knelt and wedged the grenade in the back of the drone, keeping the safety lever in place. Even as the bullet continued to fly, Eli lifted the drone.
“Are you able to control that thing?!” Quinn shouted over the gunfire.
Eli shook his head. “We’ve got one shot!”
Giovanni crouch-ran over and took the drone up into his hands. Braving the incoming fire, he darted between the Jeeps and pushed the drone into the air as if throwing a javelin.
The drone rose and fell and Quinn was certain it was going to crash for a moment. But then it ascended and began slicing toward the bandits, who immediately opened fire on the drone. Most of their shots flew wide until a single round nipped off the drone’s right wing.
Quinn watched as the drone suddenly whipped up into the air and then dropped straight down on a terminal dive toward the bandits. Pig mask and the others continued to fire at the drone, scattering at the last second as the drone slammed into the back of one of their cars—
BOOM!
Creating an explosion that blasted apart a section of the blockade. Quinn and the others used the moment to climb into their Jeeps. Eli slammed his vehicle into gear.
“What’s the plan?!” he shouted.
“Drive straight ahead and do not stop!” Quinn screamed.
“That’s it?!”
She nodded. “We’re going to kill them to the bone!”
She pulled the firing bolts back on a pair of assault rifles. Her eyes found the other Jeep where Giovanni was visible, behind the wheel. They traded looks and Quinn nodded. It was on.
“Get down!” she shouted at Comerford who cowered in the back, before turning back to Eli. “LET’S GO!”
Eli jammed his foot down on the gas as the Jeep leaped forward.
Quinn leaned out her window, protected by a square of metal that had been bolted onto the side of the door. She crouched as if in a hunting blind, easing both of her assault rifles out. She could see that the bandits had regrouped and were firing again.
Bullets hissed and snapped off the hood of the car and one quicksilvered off the window, barely missing Quinn’s head. She squinted, aimed and opened fire.
Quinn’s rifles flung a wall of lead back at the bandits as the Jeep accelerated.
In the canyons of her mind came images from Quinn’s past. All of the exotic locales, all of the places she’d fought. All of the people she’d cut down. She raised her guns and shot down three bandits as the blockade came up fast.
“RAM IT!” she screamed.
Eli did.
Stomping on the gas.
Monkeying the wheel.
Smashing the Jeep through the remaining portion of the blockade.
The impact jolted Quinn. The Jeep lost its front bumper and careened down a decline. Eli threw the wheel and Quinn ducked as bullets stitched her window. She spotted the second Jeep following behind and kicked open her door again and jumped out, Eli screaming for her to stop.
Quinn hit the ground and rolled forward and came up on the balls of her feet, an assault rifle in each hand.
Dust and smoke obscured everything and Quinn moved with terrible speed and ferocity through the din, like some avenging angel.
A form rose up out of the shadows and Quinn fired point-blank, blasting a female bandit back. The woman hit the ground and cried out for mercy, but Quinn knew that mercy was not hers to give. Not today. Not after all that had happened She shot the woman again.
Bullets hissed over her head and she ducked and spun, spotting two bandits shooting at her from the side of the storefront. An animalistic growl issued from her mouth as she ran laterally, spraying one of her guns. Her bullets skull-capped one of the bandits who dropped dead while the other rose and fired. Quinn shot him in the stomach. Blood sprayed and Quinn was shocked at how red it was. It was something she’d never really gotten used to, and then—
Hands grabbed her neck and wrenched her back.
She dropped her rifles and fell to the ground as a meaty fist pistoned her ear. Blood blossomed, the flesh folding up around her lobe.
Quinn reflexively covered her face as the fist came down again and again. She grabbed fingers and looked up to see the bandit with the pig mask.
“YOU BITCH!” pig mask shrieked.
He punched her again and Quinn felt several teeth dislodge.
She gargled blood and grabbed the man’s hand, forcing herself up, attacking him with a wicked thrust of her elbow. The blow staggered pig mask who tottered back. Quinn spat a mouthful of blood and lunged at her attacker.
The elbow came down again and she pulled the mask free to reveal a Hispanic man with a pleasant looking face in his early-twenties. As the man fell to his knees Quinn paused, and in her split-second of indecision, the young man whipped out a hidden knife.
He carved the air near Quinn’s head, grazing her cheek. She took a step and he swept a foot out, knocking her to the ground.
Before Quinn could react, the man was on top of her, knife daggered over his head when—
BAM!
A single gunshot echoed.
Quinn’s attacker seized.
He dropped the knife.
Quinn looked up to see a hole in the man’s temple.
A small black hole that began weeping red.
The attacker’s eyes rolled back and Quinn shrugged him aside. She muscled herself up to see Comerford standing twelve feet away, one of the assault rifles she’d dropped in his hands. Comerford raised a hand in a gesture of goodwill and—
BAM! BAM!
Shots ripped through him and he cried out and fell to the ground.
Quinn clawed forward and grabbed the other assault rifle, firing a full magazine of ammunition in the direction that the shots had come from. She heard screams and received no return fire, so she crawled forward. Comerford was lying on his side, chest matted crimson, his eyes already glassy, a few breaths rattling around in his lungs as his life seeped out all around him.
“Right t-thing,” Comerford said.
Quinn leaned down and he repeated, “I was just doing the right thing.”
“You saved me,” Quinn said.
“Not that,” Comerford said. “About your daughter. I was just doing what I thought was the right thing.”
“I know that now,” Quinn said.
Comerford reached out a hand and Quinn took it. “Make this mean something,” Comerford whispered and then his body trembled and stopped moving.
Footfalls echoed and Quinn spun, bringing her gun up…. at Giovanni.
Giovanni’s eyes hopped from Comerford to her, to the dead bandits littering the ground.
“Let’s go!” he shouted, moving over, hauling her up. They slashed through the dust and she spotted the two Jeeps up ahead. Quinn entered the Jeep with Eli at the wheel. She looked back to Giovanni who smiled. “We did it, Quinn. Just like old times, huh? We beat the bastards and—”
CRACKBOOM!
The side of a faraway storefront exploded as the massive, weaponzing dump-truck jackhammered right through it, speeding directly at the Jeeps!
Eli floored the Jeep, managing to power it forward before the dump-truck thundered past. Quinn held on for dear life, stealing a look outside. The dump-truck was wheeling around as the two Jeeps sped away, heading back down the highway on the other side of the bandits’ blockade.
BOOM!
An explosion cratered the road up ahead, sending geysers of dirt into the air. Quinn observed the smoke trail that led from the blast back to the dump-truck. The goddamn thing had rocket pods bolted to the side.
“Evasive maneuvers!” she shouted.
Eli sawed the wheel, avoiding the crater as another rocket hit nearby, then another, then two more. Quinn climbed out her window and fired her rifle at the dump-truck which was approaching fast. She watched her bullets bounce off the machine’s reinforced windshield.
Suddenly, the mini-gun fixed to the dump-truck’s hood opened fire. A blizzard of bullets ripped through the Jeep, shattering the back windshield. Eli yelped as glass flew through the air, cutting his ear and the back of his neck.
Quinn watched as the other Jeep was similarly mauled by the incoming fire, forced far out off the road in an effort to avoid the behemoth. There was the whine of an engine and Quinn gaped back to see a motorcycle veer off from behind the monstrosity and laser forward. There was one bandit driving the motorcycle, another riding pillion, aiming a rifle.
“GET DOWN!” she screamed.
Eli did as a flurry of bullets from the motorcycle shooter ripped into the Jeep. Quinn waited for the shooter to empty out his gun and then she fired back through the blown out rear windshield. The staccato echo from her gun was deafening, her bullets thudding into the motorcycle’s driver, his chest exploding. She was shocked when the pillion rider grabbed the driver and tossed him aside, continuing the chase.
The motorcycle accelerated, the shooter redlining the bike, bringing it up alongside Quinn’s door. Quinn reacted, bringing her rifle around. She fired into the motorcycle’s gas tank which exploded in a greasy orange fireball. The bike swiggered, hit a ditch, the shooter, smothered in flames, catapulted into the air as the bike broke apart.
The horn on the dumptruck ripped the air, Quinn reloading as another two motorcycles swung off to attack the Jeep being driven by Giovanni. She watched Mackie shoot at the bikes, obliterating one of them as a shooter on the second bike, a man with a backpack, readied a grenade launcher.
Quinn raised her rifle and squeezed off a single shot.
Her bullet scythed across the baked landscape and hit the shooter in the backpack.
Whatever was inside the backpack exploded, vaporizing the second bike.
A smile pulled up the corners of Quinn’s mouth. She turned to tell Eli the good news, but saw only horror in his eyes as—
WHUMP-BOOM!
Something exploded under the Jeep and Quinn felt her world turn over. She watched the ground fly by under the Jeep, heard the concussive soundwave from the explosion and then the Jeep smashed down onto the ground and rolled a half-dozen times before Quinn blacked out.

BELLS CHIMED on the glider’s flight console. Cody looked up to see something in the distance. A splotch of red on the digital map of the terrain ahead that signaled heat. It was either a fire, or a fireball, Cody couldn’t tell which. He powered up the mapping device, zooming dozens of miles ahead from the glider’s present position. He pinched the screen and swiped away subwindows and now he could see it. So could Hayden. It was the Jeeps. They were under attack.
“Jesus God,” Hayden said.
He peered down and saw real-time footage of the dump-truck, three motorcycles, one armored SUV. He also saw one Jeep being driven away while the other lay overturned, in a heaping wreck, smoke pouring from it.
Cody zoomed in again and it instantly felt like his blood had turned to ice.
Quinn was clearly visible, lying on the ground outside of the smoking Jeep. He couldn’t tell whether she was dead or unconscious, but she wasn’t moving.
Hayden grabbed the flight controls as Cody stumbled back toward Renner, Milo, and the others.
“It’s Quinn,” Cody said. “Something’s happened.”
“Is she okay?” Milo asked, standing.
“I don’t know, but they’re under attack and we’re going in.”
Everyone grabbed their weapons and steeled themselves, feeling the glider’s engines accelerate, the craft shaking, going into a steep dive.
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Q uinn could feel before she was able to see or hear. The heat from the sand and grit warmed her face and she woke with a start, spitting out dirt. Her heart was beating like a tom-tom, her ears rang, and there were stars in her eyes.
She rolled over and spotted the Jeep, upside down, twisted and smoking, maybe thirty feet away from her. What the hell had happened? She remembered shooting at the pursuers and then everything went to black.
Pushing her hands down into the earth, she fought to stand but her legs were like jelly, like those on a newborn foal. They trembled and knocked together and she fell onto her side and lay in a position that resembled a question mark.
She gulped for air like a drowning woman, hyperaware of the sounds building all around: engines revving in the distance, gunshots, the static squeal of gears grinding on whatever massive machine was churning toward her.
The nerves at the back of her eye sockets fired and a spasm shot through the whole of her body. Quinn blinked and sucked in a breath.
She reached out a hand and clawed at the soil.
She did the same with the other one and now she was levering herself up, loping forward, headed toward the Jeep. She could see that Eli was trapped inside the Jeep, hanging upside down, still tethered to his seat belt. She had to reach him—
CRACK!
A rifle shot echoed behind her.
A single bullet starred the ground between her legs.
She slid to a stop and turned back.
Hand up to canopy her eyes, Quinn saw the shadow of the massive dump-truck.
It was only sixty-feet away from her, idling, wisps of smoke rising up from it like the breath from a dragon. Several bandits had dismounted and one of them was holding a deer rifle, the barrel still smoking.
Pure terror crept into her heart as she realized there was nowhere left to run. She was out of quarters and the game was over. She lifted her hands and prayed for mercy even though she knew none would be forthcoming.
The bandit with the rifle lifted it to his shoulder when a shadow passed overhead .
Quinn saw a flash of light in the sky and instinctively dove to the ground as—
BARROOM!
The dump-truck vanished in a bonfire-bright explosion that propelled Quinn back through the air at least seven feet.
She hit the ground and looked up as—
WHUMP!
The flaming wreckage of the dump-truck sailed right over her head.
BOOM!
Landing a few hundred feet away, vanishing in a fireball that sent up a pillar of flames. The heat from the blast-wave tickled the fine hairs on her arms and made her throat go dry.
Head canted, she saw the glider do a sortie over the battlefield and she sighed ferociously and thanked God for Hayden, Cody, and all the others. Eli was groaning and so Quinn forced herself up and crouch-ran over to him.
“What happened?” he asked.
“The cavalry arrived,” she said.

UP IN THE GLIDER, Cody and Hayden high-fived as they watched the dump-truck blasted up into the air. They’d saved Quinn and were heading down toward the second Jeep, the one being driven by Giovanni. Hayden sighted down the motorcycles and armored SUV in hot pursuit. He was readying to unleash some hellfire on the bandits when a shooter appeared from the SUV and fired a surface-to-air missile. Then another fired, then two more.
Cody spotted the heat trails from the missiles, watching them zoom up into the sky.
“What’s that?” he asked.
“Incoming,” said Hayden.
“Incoming … what?”
“Mail, Cody! What do you mean?! Incoming fire! FUCKING MISSILES! WE’VE GOT A LOCK!”
“Shit!”
“What?!”
“What do we do?!”
“Activate the counter-measures!”
“What the hell is a counter-measure?”
Hayden just stared at him, mouth adroop.
“I – I’ve never used those,” Cody said. “I don’t even know where they are!”
Hayden grabbed the controls as the missile curled up through the sky, drawing closer. The glider lurched to the left, Milo, Renner, and the others pitching to the ground. Renner turned and shouted, “WHAT THE HELL’S GOING ON?!”
“SURFACE TO AIR MISSILES!” Hayden screamed back. “HANG ON!”
Hayden pulled the controls hard left, the glider going into a barrel roll, three-thousand feet off the ground. The glider’s nose tilted seven degrees down and then Hayden banked it again, flying directly at the missiles. He keyed up the glider’s weapons and fired a flurry of balls of plasma at the missiles, hitting the first one, missing the second and third.
The first missile vanished in a fireball as Hayden fired down at the bandits who’d unleashed the missiles. The plasma balls from the glider incinerated the last remaining bandits, but did nothing to stop the fast-approaching missiles.
Hayden turned the glider’s nose up and accelerated. Cody heard the scream of the second and third missiles on the console, watched them turn and follow the glider, closing fast. “WE’RE NOT GONNA MAKE IT!” Cody screamed.
“RENNER!” Hayden shrieked, looking at the rear bay. “GRAB YOUR WEAPON AND STRAP IN! I’M OPENING THE RAMP! TIME TO DO A LITTLE SKEET SHOOTING!”
Cody looked over, fear in his eyes. “WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING?!”
“What has to be done,” Hayden replied. “Now put a little HTFU cream on and strap in.”
“What’s HTFU cream?”
“Harden the fuck up,” Hayden said.
Renner grabbed his machine-gun as Milo and the others snatched up their restraining straps and locked themselves in place. Renner, still clad in his purple flip-flops, slid down his black sunglasses and crawled toward the glider’s rear ramp where he snatched up several ruggedized restraining straps made of alien alloys. He fitted them over his torso like a five-point harness and snapped himself in place. Then he leaned back and brought his weapon around as—
Hayden tapped the console, powering the ramp down.
A whirlwind filled the glider’s cabin, the air from the outside gusting through the open rear ramp, creating a mini-cyclone. Renner was lifted off his ass and would’ve been instantly sucked out, were it not for his straps. He squinted, searching the skies and that’s when he saw them.
The two missiles, slicing through the low cloud cover, like sharks through the water.
“Come get some,” Renner whispered to himself.
He squeezed a burst from his gun, watching the rounds rip the air.
“AGHHHH!” he screamed, concentrating his fire, emptying out his gun’s magazine.
Bullets struck the missile’s nose, sending it wildly off course. The thing looked like a bottle rocket as it flared straight up and—
BOOM!
Exploded as Hayden turned and shouted “DON’T BUST MY RIDE!”
“DIVE!” Renner screamed back, fumbling the empty magazine out of his gun, trying to slap another into place as the wind from the rear of the glider howled. “SMASH THE CEILING!” he shouted, urging Hayden to power the glider into another steeper dive.
Hayden did and Renner held on for dear life as the glider shot straight down. Renner lost sight of the last missile for a second. He strained, searching for it, finger curling around his weapon’s trigger and then there it was, only a few hundred yards away!
Renner opened fire, his shots off the mark because of the glider’s dive.
The missile blasted forward and Renner fired again, missing, cursing.
He could hear Cody shouting that the missile was on a collision course and then he closed his eyes and time and sound seemed to slow.
He opened them and fired a single shot.
The bullet lasered forward and struck the missile’s tail but not before it—
BOOM!
Air-burst fifteen yards behind the glider.
Debris filled the air, the blast birthing a sizable blast-wave that slammed into the glider.
Renner watched shrapnel from the blast tear holes in the glider, smoke filling the cabin, lights flashing, bells chiming. The propulsive force of the explosion that followed next snapped Renner from his restraining straps. His body was slingshot through the glider’s cabin and slammed into the control console. Woozy, he turned and stared at the cockpit window as the ground rushed up to greet the glider.

QUINN AND ELI were watching the dogfight the entire time. They’d seen the glider destroy the bandits’ SUVs, thereby saving the other Jeep, and observed it evading the surface-to-air missiles, including the final one that had nearly taken it down.
The glider roared toward the ground and leveled off at the last second, executing a sloppy but serviceable crash-slide, skidding down a length of asphalt, the glider’s undercarriage mashed in along with an undermounted armaments bay, the craft throwing off friction sparks. Plumes of smoke rose from the underside and rear of the glider, but otherwise it looked operational. Quinn, Eli, and the resistance fighter named Dan gimp-ran toward it as Mackie, Giovanni, and Luke emerged from the second Jeep, partially obscured by the banners of greasy smoke rising up from the flaming wreckage of the SUVs.
Quinn held up her hand and smiled. She looked like the walking dead and felt like hell, but she was largely intact and still able to fight. Cody staggered off the back of the glider, pale as a sheet. He moved toward Quinn.
“You should see the other guy,” she said.
“I did,” he replied. “I’m the one who took him out.”
She smiled. “You saved us.”
He leaned forward and hugged her as the others wrapped their arms around each other, even Dan, the resistance fighter they’d taken with them from Shiloh. Hayden asked about Comerford and Quinn shook her head and said he was honorable up to the end, giving his life for her.
“A moment of silence,” Hayden said, referencing Comerford.
All heads were bowed for several seconds and then Hayden looked up. “What’s the good word?”
“They came this way,” Quinn replied. “One of the ones we killed said they’d been tipped off.” She turned and pointed toward the mountains. “They’re probably somewhere up there.”
“Waiting for us,” Milo said.
“They got the high ground for sure,” Hayden said. “But they ain’t got that,” he added, pointing at the glider.
“Is she operational?” Giovanni asked.
“Won’t know for sure until we get her airborne again, but I’m thinking it’s just a few bumps and bruises. Nothing we can’t work around,” Cody replied as Hayden lobbed a roll of duct tape to him.
“I’ll take point,” Quinn said, gesturing toward the Jeep.
“What’s the plan?” Renner asked.
“We track down Xan and make her sorry that she ever fucked with us,” Quinn replied.
“How ‘bout the rules of engagement?”
“Kill anything that isn’t Samantha,” Hayden said.
Renner grinned. “I like those rules.”
“What about Samantha?” Quinn asked. “She’s probably still with them. We can’t take a risk of firing on them until we’ve identified her.”
Hayden took this in. “We’ve still got our eye in the sky,” he said gesturing at the glider. “We’ll let you know if she’s in danger.”
“How?” Quinn asked.
“If we drop the hammer on them like we did before,” Hayden replying, gesturing at the dumptruck, “you’ll know she’s not with them.”
Quinn realized that without proper communications this would have to do. She nodded, then moved toward the Jeep, flanked by Giovanni, and Eli, as the others made their way back to the glider.
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Back outside the armaments vault, Samantha was standing next to Xan and Quarrels, watching the other men load the last of the weapons and gear into the SUVs. Minutes earlier, they’d heard several bangs out in the distance and flashes of light. This was followed by what appeared to be several explosions, the horizon now darkened with smoke. Nothing was entirely clear, but Samantha knew what it meant. So did Quarrels.
“How many people did you leave behind to cover our asses, Mister Rane?” Quarrels asked.
Rane looked over. “Twenty-seven.”
“I’m thinking you’re gonna need a few more,” Quarrels said with a smirk.
Rane moved over and muttered to another bandit who tossed him a set of binoculars which he raised, scoping the land. He reacted, lowering the binoculars.
Samantha felt a hand on her back and peripherally saw Quarrels.
“Start moving back,” he whispered.
“Why would I go anywhere with you?”
“Because it’s like I said before. I’m the lesser of several evils.”
She inched back and Quarrels grabbed her back and helped her around the side of the armaments vault, out of sight of Rane and his men. She tripped and fell to the ground, hands still bound. Her gaze wandered up to Quarrels.
“Listen, kid. You need to make a choice. Us or Rane.”
“I’d really prefer to choose ‘D,’ none of the above,” she said.
Quarrels smiled, removing a square object from his pocket. “In a few minutes, the good Mister Rane is going to realize the worm is about to turn for him. And not in a good way.”
“I have no idea what you just said.”
“He doesn’t really need us anymore and therefore he’s going to kill us. Comprende?”
Samantha nodded. Quarrels held up the square object and Samantha could see that it was an explosive of some kind.
“Us or them. Choose your madness,” Quarrels said.
“HEY!” somebody shouted. Samantha looked up to see one of Rane’s bandits. He was bald and clutching a pistol. “The hell are you two going?!”
“Down to the back,” Quarrels said.
“Mister Rane said for everyone to meet up front,” the bald bandit said.
“Well, it just so happens that he gave us a pass,” Quarrels said, surreptitiously pocketing the explosive, taking Samantha’s wrist. “Told me to get the girl out of here.”
“I didn’t hear nothin’ about that,” the bald bandit said.
Quarrels tried to maneuver Samantha and himself past the bandit who was now blocking the way. He raised his pistol. “Let go of her,” the bandit said. “She’s ours.”
“Sure, yeah,” Quarrels said, releasing his grip from Samantha. “Take her.”
The bandit moved to Samantha and Quarrels struck out at him. In the blink of an eye, Quarrels stabbed the bandit in the neck with his bad hand, with his middle finger. The finger jammed into the bandit’s carotid artery, shutting off the blood flow to the brigand’s brain. He yelped and then his eyes rolled back and he fell to the ground, unconscious. Samantha looked down at him, then back to Quarrels who held the finger up in the air. “See. It’s good for two things,” he said, smirking.
He reached in his pocket and pulled out the explosive. Then he pressed a button on it and lobbed it to the ground a dozen feet away. Samantha stared at the explosive and then bolted after Quarrels who was shimmying down a decline to a concrete pad at the rear of the vault. There were two SUVs idling, and one of them had a trailer where the kayak from inside the vault had been mounted on the roof, the motorcycle hanging from a hitch carrier above the rear bumper.
Xan appeared around the other side of the door as shouts echoed from behind and—
BOOM!
The explosive Quarrels had tossed, detonated, buying them a few precious seconds. Xan grabbed Samantha by the wrist and hauled her into the SUV. She slumped into her seat and caught the reflection of the wooden crate she’d seen earlier. It was sitting at the very back of the SUV. Doors were closed and before Samantha could utter a word in protest, she was being driven out toward the mountains.

RANE FLINCHED at the sound of Quarrels’ explosive. He moved with his men around the side of the vault and saw two things: smoke rising from the small blast and one of his men, lying on the ground. Beyond this came the screech of tires and he saw the SUVs with Xan and the others, vanishing across a dry creek bed.
He had thoughts about sending some of his men to chase Xan and the others, but then he realized they were as good as dead anyway. Besides, he didn’t have enough personnel to spare. The true battle was yet to come, the confrontation with the Marines. Turning back, he searched the horizon, watching the smoke continue to billow up from the vehicles destroyed by the glider.
“She’s coming,” he said to his men. “The girl’s mother. The Marine. She’s on her way.”
“What do you want us to do, sir?” one of the bandits asked.
“We’ll go out to greet her,” Rane said. “If this be our time to cross over, we shall do so boldly.”
He followed his men back into their machines and then they drove off toward the east to meet Quinn.
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Eli drove the Jeep like a madman, redlining it down over the road that rose and fell, following the contours of the land. The machine shot through the intersection of a small town, whipping past deserted buildings and abandoned cars. Quinn pointed to a small spiral of smoke in the distance and Eli drove toward it. The shadow of the glider passed overhead and Quinn angled a hand outside and gave a thumb’s up.
Giovanni, seated in the back of the Jeep, tapped Quinn on the shoulder. “Those weren’t resistance fighters back there.”
“Dead enders,” she said with a nod. “Scavengers, bandits. Looks like they linked up with Xan and the others.”
Eli shook his head. “Them aliens are looking better and better. At least they don’t turn on each other. What you see is what you get.”
Giovanni leaned back, deep in thought. “This is the natural order of things.”
“How’s that?” Eli asked.
“Milo’s steeped in military history,” Giovanni replied. “He knows about guerrilla war and counter-insurgency stuff. He told me that any time a foreign power invades and the people fight back, they eventually split into different groups and turn on each other. He said the same kind of bandits and insurgent groups rose up in Cuba, Greece, Iraq…”
“What do they want?” Eli asked.
Quinn shot Eli a look. “What everyone wants. Power.”
Giovanni leaned over Quinn’s seat and pointed. “We’ve got echoes, boys and girls.”
Quinn could see dust rising up in the distance, just beyond the point where the road curled over a hill and vanished from sight. She could tell by the plumes that there were likely several machines either driving to meet them or idling, waiting to spring an ambush.
“Pull over,” Quinn said.
Eli stopped the Jeep on a gravel verge as Quinn exited, cradling her rocket launcher. Giovanni stood next to her, slapping a magazine into his assault rifle. They both watched the glider overhead, gaining altitude, moving toward the brow of the hill that was at least a half mile away. Quinn closed her eyes and quietly prayed that Samantha wasn’t with whatever awaited them over the horizon. If she was, they’d stand little chance of finding a way to safely rescue her. More likely, they’d be forced to surrender and hand over their weapons once again to Xan, or the groups of killers who were in league with her. She hoped like hell that it didn’t come to that.

THE MOOD in the glider was tense. Hayden and the other warriors surrounded Cody, looking over his shoulder. He was trawling through the multi-colored map of the landscape below, tracking various objects. He tapped the console and powered up a real time image of the Jeep below, the road, and the things that waited for the Jeep on the other side of the hill. Everyone could see four armored SUVs, the ones containing Rane and his crew, waiting to attack the Jeep. Cody sifted through the imagery, zooming down and around the SUVs, but nothing was entirely clear. Rane was visible and a few of his men, but Cody couldn’t be sure who the other shadowy forms were inside the vehicles.
“I can’t tell who’s inside,” Cody said.
“Can’t you dial down?” Milo asked.
“I’m already granular,” Cody replied, pinching the screen, drawing to within a few inches of Rane’s smirking face.
“Who’s that asshole?” Renner asked.
“Corpse number one,” Hayden offered.
Cody shook his head. “Not until we get some clarity.”
Hayden smiled. “Your wish is my command.”
The big man grabbed the flight controls and slotted them down. The glider eased up and then nosed toward the ground, slicing through the air, dropping from several thousand feet to several hundred in the span of a few seconds.

RANE and his bandits scrambled out of their SUVs and took cover in a series of culverts that lined both sides of the road. They’d spotted the Jeep earlier and had been preparing to ambush it when the glider appeared. Rane began a profanity-laced mumble, momentarily unnerved by the sight of the craft. In all the time he’d watched the alien operations from afar, he’d never seen a glider operating by itself. What was unique about this moment? And why the hell hadn’t the glider attacked the Jeep? He tried to process the significance of this and then his jaw locked. Fuck it, he thought. He’d attack both of them.
Whistling to his men, Rane dropped down into the culvert, assault rifle in hand. He looked up as one of his warriors, a musclebound bruiser with a mohawk, picked up a goodie from back in the armaments vault, a weapon called a squad automatic rifle, a SAW that weighed over twenty pounds with ammunition. The fighter held the thing up like a pistol. The female bandit next to him clutched a machine-gun with an undermounted grenade launcher and two more of the bandits carried light anti-armor weapons and surface-to-air missiles. He smiled. They were ready to give and receive.
The glider scythed down through the air and Rane held up several fingers.
“Wait on it,” Rane said. “Three, two, one … NOW!”
The bandit with the SAW rose up out of his hiding place and went “cyclic” on the glider, blowing through nine-hundred rounds of ammunition in a minute. It was a sight to behold and Rane rose and fired out his own gun as the others did likewise.
He watched the rounds from his fighters ricochet off the alien glider, which veered off, slicing close enough to the ground to kick up an enormous cloud of dust and debris. Realizing that the confusion of the moment would buy him some time, Rane decided to call an audible. He shouted to three of his men and ran back up toward the SUVs. The men clambered inside the largest SUV and Rane ordered them to head east as fast as they could. They would use the chaos as cover to attack the Jeep.

THE INCOMING GROUND fire continued to pelt the glider, but did little damage. Hayden flew the machine down past Rane and his men, Cody still struggling to match the identities of everyone below. He swiped through the faces of the bandits and then zoomed back to the SUVs, but still couldn’t discern whether Samantha was hidden inside.
“We gotta smoke them out!” Cody yelled. “I need to be able to see who’s inside the rides!”
“I’m not firing at them!” Hayden shouted back. “I can’t!”
Cody looked over. “It’s the only way!”
Hayden piloted the glider back down and around as the console started blinking. The bandits had fired a pair of surface-to-air rockets.
“How about now? Still not willing to fire at them?” Cody asked.
Hayden pointed to the console which was blinking red. Cody scanned the controls and realized they’d lost nearly all of their weapons.
“Must have happened when we crash landed,” Hayden said.
Cody’s gaze found his. “We’ve only got one weapon left.”

QUINN STOOD next to the Jeep, rooted in place, paralyzed with fear and indecision, her rocket launcher on the ground near her feet. Somebody had opened fire on the glider, but the glider hadn’t returned the favor. Wasn’t that the sign? Wasn’t that what Hayden had told her? To wait for the glider to open fire, to bring the hammer down? The glider hadn’t returned fire because Samantha was probably on the other side of the hill. That had to be it, Quinn thought to herself.
“What’s the good word, Quinn?” Giovanni asked.
Quinn didn’t respond, she was too busy watching the rockets fired by Rane’s men spiral up into the air with witch-like screams, roaring after the glider.
“QUINN!” Giovanni shouted.
Snapping out of her daze, she looked over.
“What the hell are we doing?!” he asked again.
The horn on the Jeep suddenly sounded.
Quinn looked over to see Eli pointing to the hill. An SUV was visible, driving over it, accelerating, heading directly toward them.
“We’ve got to get ready to defend ourselves,” Giovanni said to Quinn.
“Wha – what if Samantha’s in there?”
Giovanni leaned in close to her. “You know how it is. We can’t sacrifice everybody for one person.”
Quinn glared at him. “My kid’s not expendable.”
Giovanni reached for the rocket launcher and Quinn grabbed his wrist. “Do not do this, Giovanni.”
Giovanni shoved her to the ground and grabbed the launcher, taking up a position in a ditch by the side of the road. Quinn hesitated, and then she lunged at him, her hands around his throat.

HAYDEN LEANED INTO THE CONTROLS, powering the glider back up into the air while simultaneously watching the missiles accelerate and lock onto the glider.
“Those suckers are searching for a signature,” Cody said, studying the missiles on the glider’s console.
“Heatseekers,” Hayden said to himself. “Old school missiles.”
“You want me to get Renner ready?”
Hayden shook his head. “Where’s our heat signature located?”
“The engines.”
“What happens if the engines were off?” Hayden asked.
“Um … no heat signature.”
Hayden smiled. “Exactly.”
Cody’s face fell. “But you can’t kill the engines.”
“How come?” Hayden asked.
“Well … gravity for one.”
“What else?”
“Um … we’d die,” Cody added.
Hayden reached down and tapped on the console as Cody’s mouth unhinged. “What the hell are you doing?!”
Hayden killed the power to the glider.
All sound leeched from the cabin of the glider and there was a moment that it simply drifted through the sky like a kite.
Then it began falling straight down.
Toward the incoming missiles.
Cody closed his eyes and screamed.
Hayden was too down in his zone to notice.
He piloted the glider manually, flying it like some shuttle in an old-school video game.
One missile approached, then another.
Hayden juked his hand left and right, able to manually manipulate the glider’s rudders, the craft slaloming between the missiles, which flashed harmlessly past.
Hayden’s eyes flicked from the controls to the altimeter.
The glider was two-thousand feet off the ground and dropping fast.
“H-how did you do that?” Cody asked, his teeth chattering.
“I’m not scared of nothin’,” Hayden replied. “I got ice in my semen.”
“That’s a lovely visual,” Cody said, watching Hayden tap the console. Both of them expected the engines to roar to life, but they didn’t.
“C’mon, Hayden,” Cody said. “Power them up.”
Hayden eyed the altimeter again: seventeen hundred feet.
“You h-hear me?” Cody stuttered.
Hayden was silent as the glider dropped to fifteen-hundred feet. The ground was spreading out before the cockpit window as Cody lurched over and scanned the console. His fingers danced across the translucent surface and the engines finally roared to life, Hayden grabbed the controls and pulled back as—
The glider swooped low over the heads of the bandits who continued to fire on it, the sound like hail slamming against a tin roof.
Vaulting back up, the glider rocketed several thousand feet into the air in the blink of an eye.
That’s when Cody spotted two things: two SUVs speeding off, nine or ten miles beyond where the bandits were, and an immense body of water that the SUVs were driving toward. Recognition washed over Cody. He remembered seeing one of those SUVs back at Shiloh. It was Xan! “My God,” he said to himself, then louder, “That’s where they are!” he pointed at the body of water. “That’s where Xan’s going!”
Hayden nodded, scanning the water in the distance. “That’s where the aliens are.”
“That’s where they’re taking Samantha,” Cody replied, zooming in on the retreating SUVs. “We have to go after them.”
Hayden pointed down. “We gotta save Quinn’s ass first.” He grabbed the controls and yanked the glider down and around, heading back toward the bandits and the bridge that lay on the other side of the hill. Cody and Hayden scanned the bandits who continued to fire on the glider.
“WE GOTTA TAKE THOSE BASTARDS OUT,” Hayden growled. “You know what we’ve gotta do.”
“
Cody nodded. “Silent, but deadly.”
Cody reached down and tapped the flight controls, opening a console on the glider as a flurry of sharpened, metal darts began dropping down.
Down on the ground, the bandits watched the sky blacken as thousands of metal darts fell toward them. They shouted and ran for cover as—
WHUMP! WHUMP! WHUMP!
The spikes began thudding down.
Kicking up plumes of dirt and debris.
The bandits raced for the SUVs.
But they were a fraction too late.
The darts slammed into the ground, then pounded into the SUVs…
…Ripping open the roofs.
...Tearing the hoods off like the tops on tin cans.
The bandits concealed inside were eviscerated.
Several bandits witnessed this on the outside and galloped in the opposite direction, away from the SUVs and the approaching cloud of darts.
They were fast.
The darts were faster.
WHUMP! WHUMP! WHUMP!
Metal met flesh, the bandits cut down, mid-stride.
A metal dart cleaved the skull of the bandit who’d been firing the SAW, splitting him down the middle, the two halves of his body flopping to the ground in a red wash.
The glider sharked past overhead, continuing to drop the darts as it cleared the top of the hill, pursuing Rane’s SUV which accelerated down toward the bridge and the Jeep.
Rane’s men were firing their guns, pummeling the Jeep.
Eli jacked the Jeep into gear and reversed it wildly back down the road. Quinn and Giovanni were outside on the ground, still struggling for the rocket launcher, trading blows in a ditch that lay just below an embankment that flanked the road. Quinn saw the glider dropping the metal darts, but still wasn’t sure if Samantha was in the approaching SUV or not. She snatched the launcher tube away from Giovanni as he squared up on her, fists raised.
“Gimme the goddamn thing!” Giovanni shouted.
She shook her head. “Not until you promise me that you won’t use it!”
“What the hell good is it if I can’t use it?!” he replied, incredulous.
Quinn swung the launcher like a bat at Giovanni who ducked under it. He grabbed the metal tube and yanked it back. Quinn was on him in a flash, trying to pry the launcher from him.
“You’ll kill her if you open fire!” Quinn screamed.
“You don’t know if she’s even in there!” Giovanni replied, stabbing a finger at the approaching SUV.
“We can’t take the risk!”
Giovanni planted a boot on Quinn’s knee and shoved her to the ground.
“I love you, Quinn, but if we die, so does the planet.”
He hoisted the launcher and churned up the hill. Quinn hesitated, then she pushed herself up, screaming, charging after him. She vaulted forward and tackled Giovanni as—
BAROOM!
The launcher accidentally fired with a gaseous WHUMP!
Giovanni and Quinn fell to the ground, watching the rocket arc wildly forward like a burning flare, before hitting the middle of the road.
Instead of detonating, the rocket skipped up like a rock tossed across the surface of a lake. It kicked up a wave of dust and then corkscrewed directly toward the bridge where it slammed into a metal girder that Rane’s SUV was nearing.
BOOM!
There was a flash of light as the explosion ripped the girder off, collapsing a portion of the bridge.
The SUV with Rane inside was struck by the flying debris, and fishtailed.
Brakes squealed as the SUV rammed into the fallen girder and collapsed portions of the bridge with a thunderous crash. There was the echo of metal blasting apart as the SUV smoked to a stop, smashing into a still intact section of the bridge before grinding to a stop.
“Jesus,” Giovanni said to himself.
Quinn didn’t respond. She was too overcome with emotion. She grabbed her rifle and began running down the road, praying that Samantha wasn’t inside or that if she was, she was uninjured. The glider was visible in the air on the other side of the bridge, banking hard to the east. Quinn watched the last of the metal darts fall into the water without striking the wrecked SUV.
Approaching through a gathering cloud of dust and smoke, Quinn shouldered her rifle.
“SAMANTHA!” she shouted.
Nothing stirred inside the SUV.
She took several more steps. Dark silhouettes were visible on the other side of the spiderwebbed windshield, but she couldn’t make out what they were.
“SAMANTHA!”
Five more paces and she was stopped, a hundred feet from the SUV.
The passenger-side door kicked open.
Quinn dropped low.
Instinct took over.
She squeezed off a burst from her rifle.
Bullets shattered the passenger-side window. A bandit clutched at his ruined stomach and fumbled back.
More doors opened.
More bandits appeared.
Quinn could see that there was only one figure left in the SUV and it was too large to be Samantha. Thank God! she thought as the bandits began firing at her.
She dove to the right, fighting to conceal herself in a thicket of tall grass.
Gunshots echoed from behind.
Giovanni was firing now.
Bullets buzzed the air all around Quinn and ricocheted off the ground. She brought her rifle up and took a bead on a man emerging from the back of the SUV. He was dressed all in black, holding a machine-pistol, smiling as if he didn’t have a care in the world.
She locked eyes with the man.
They aimed at each other.
Then Quinn looked down.
Studying the tributaries of gasoline that were spreading out from under the belly of the wrecked SUV.
Quinn fired first.
Her first round flew wide, but the second quicksilvered off the road, setting the gasoline afire. She fired again and again and soon a river of flames were streaking back toward the SUV. Several of the bandits ran for cover or dove off the bridge into the water as the hungry flames continued on, licking the underside of the SUV as—
BOOM!
A fireball erupted, followed by a visible shockwave that roiled the air.
The pressure from the blast knocked Quinn to the ground.
When she looked up, Giovanni was standing over her.
He reached a hand down and she swatted it away.
“Samantha’s not there,” he said.
“Would’ve been nice to know that before we started shooting.”
She rose to her feet and set off toward the bridge, rifle up and at the ready, tasting the bitter funk of burning gasoline. Her eyes narrowed to slits, irritated by the smoky haze. She stepped over and around the bodies of the bandits she’d shot down. She headed to the left of the bridge, to what was left of the SUV, as Giovanni moved to the right.
“Clear!” she heard Giovanni shout.
Quinn nosed around the charred remains of the SUV when—
WHUMP!
A figured jumped out at her.
It was the black-clad man.
Rane just stared at Quinn for several long seconds. So this was the Marine Sergeant he’d heard so much about. The girl’s mother. She was more imposing than he’d imagined, likely six feet tall give or take an inch. She had the rounded, muscled shoulders of a gymnast, her face was tight, and she had the look of an animal that had been backed into a corner. What had he heard once? That the love of a mother is primitive, primordial. He realized then that he’d likely underestimated her, that he’d made a mistake in coming between Quinn and her child. He’d taken an unnecessary risk. Then he felt a portion of the melted flesh on the right side of his face slide down his cheek and past the hole where his jawbone was likely exposed. His tongue slipped through the hole in his face there and something inside Rane snapped, a back of the throat hiss echoing from his open mouth.
Rane swung a knife at Quinn who parried the thrust with the end of her rifle.
Rane loosed a guttural scream, “AGGHHHH!” then charged at Quinn.
She brought the rifle around like a quarterstaff and struck Rane in the forehead. The skin on his forehead came away like wet wallpaper.
He groaned and fumbled back like a drunken man. He took a step towards Quinn....and vanished from sight.
She blinked, then saw that he’d plunged through a hole in the bridge that had been opened by the initial explosion caused by the rocket. Quinn jumped forward and peered down into the roiling water below, but nothing was visible. Rane’s body had been swept away by the current.
Quinn swiveled and saw the glider landing at the other end of the road. She moved briskly past Giovanni toward the Jeep, whose windshield had been blown out in the hail of gunfire unleashed by Rane and the bandits. Eli pushed open his door and stood, woozy, but still alive. He quickly fired up a smoke. “That’s the last time I drive anywhere with you guys,” Eli said, taking a long drag from his lung rocket.
Cody, Hayden, Renner, Milo, and the others were visible, exiting the glider. Hawkins dropped to the ground and kissed it. “Please God tell me that it’s over,” he said.
“Sure is,” Hayden replied. “Right after we save Quinn’s daughter, bring Xan to justice, and take out an alien base or two.”
Hawkins groaned, collapsing to the ground.
Cody moved forward and hugged Quinn, whispering, “We may have a problem.”
“Yeah, we don’t know where Xan is.”
“I do,” he replied and Quinn tensed. “That’s the problem. She’s in an SUV headed toward the alien bases.”
“Please tell me you mean base,” Quinn said. “Singular.”
“No, he means bases,” Hayden retorted, moving over. “When we were upstairs we caught a glimpse of what lies over the horizon and it ain’t pretty. We spotted at least ten alien structures in the middle of some big goddamn body of water.”
“Okay, so we know where they are,” Quinn said, nodding. “Let’s go.”
“How the hell are we gonna assault an ocean?” Mackie asked.
“And what about the time ship?” Mira asked.
“We need to think about priorities here,” Hawkins said.
“I’m not leaving my daughter,” Quinn said. “Even if I have to go alone, I’m not bailing on her.”
“We have to go forward with Quinn,” Milo said, the others looking over. “Xan’s got Samantha for a reason. If we don’t stop her from doing whatever it is she’s got planned, we may never make it to the time ship.”
Mackie raised his hand. “That still doesn’t answer the question: how the hell are we gonna attack a bunch of alien bases?”
“Crosseyed and Painless,” Renner blurted out. He’d been silent during the exchange, but was grinning and had his arms crossed over his chest.
“Were you sniffing glue up in the glider?” Giovanni asked.
“I wish,” Renner replied, shaking his head. “Crosseyed and Painless is the name of an old song. Talking Heads. Lyrics go something like, ‘Facts all come with points of view, facts don’t do what I want them to.’”
“Anybody understand how that has any relevance at all?” Milo asked. Everyone shook their heads.
Renner smacked his hands together. “When faced with uncooperative facts, what do you do? You flip the fucking script. You take those bad facts and you transform them into something you can work with.”
“I vote for not letting Renner speak anymore,” Milo said.
“He’s got a point,” Quinn said.
“Yeah. A totally insane one,” Milo quipped.
Renner pointed toward the hill and the alien bases that lay somewhere on the other side of it. “We were up there with them. We know how the Syndicate operates. They’re some overconfident sonsofbitches. They’ve ceased to calculate. Fact is, who the hell would ever expect a bunch of jackasses like us to just roll right up to the front of the gate and ask to be let in?”
“They’d never expect it,” Quinn said.
“Which is why we know what we gotta do,” Renner replied. “Sam’s one of us and we don’t leave nobody behind. I’m in like Quinn no matter what. Who’s with me?”
Renner raised his hand. Hayden, Eli, and Giovanni slowly did, followed by the resistance fighters and eventually, Milo. All eyes hopped to the last figure, Dan the resistance fighter who sheepishly raised his hand.
“Am I one of you guys now?” Dan asked.
“Absolutely not,” Quinn replied.
Quinn moved back toward the Jeep as Giovanni reached for her. “Quinn, I’d like to talk for a sec.”
She stopped and glared at him. “So you can apologize?”
“I did what I thought was right.”
“That didn’t sound like an apology to me.”
“Because it wasn’t.”
She shrugged past him, running back to the Jeep.

SEVERAL HUNDRED YARDS downstream from the Jeep, an unconscious body was gently pushed by the current over an obstruction of a collection of rocks and timber. The current ebbed and the body floated sideways into an eddy, then came to a rest on a bed of gravel. A jolt passed through the man and he startled, pulled himself up, and then spat up a torrent of water. The man, William Rane, marshalled every last ounce of strength and crawled forward before collapsing on the rocky shoreline. There was a vague, strained look on Rane’s face as he lay there, gasping for breath, his fingers digging into the rocks and gravel and muck.
He rolled over, grimacing, and positioned himself so that he was seated, facing the water. He brought his hands up to his face and touched his cheeks. When his palms came away they were smeared with strips of flesh. His mind wandered, turning back to the bridge. He remembered the explosion, the fire, the way his skin had just sloughed off in the heat. He remembered Quinn, the women who’d done this to him.
Turning back, he clawed his way across the shoreline and collapsed again near a river bank, the pain so complete, so excruciating that he yearned for death. But death did not come for him that day, and as he flopped onto his back and watched the glider ascend into the sky, he swore a blood oath against the female Marine and all of the others that had done this to him. He didn’t know how, but he would find a way to make them pay for what they’d done. It was only a matter of time.




19





Samantha stared out the window, watching the SUV follow the curves in an old canyon road. She looked up and was shocked to see what appeared to be an ocean on the horizon, a never-ending body of water that stretched across the horizon.
“I’m not a geography whiz or anything, but is there supposed to be an ocean in Wyoming?”
“There is now,” Quarrels said.
“The aliens?”
Quarrels made a dinging sound as if Samantha had just won a prize. She leaned forward and narrowed her eyes as she took in what looked like islands rising up out in the middle of the water.
“Why would the aliens be building bases out here? I don’t get it."
“You’re not supposed to get it,” Xan said under her breath.
Samantha held up her hand. “But if they’re here, why aren’t we going in the opposite direction? Y’know, like … away from them?”
At this, Quarrels could no longer meet her eyes. He turned back and whispered something to Xan that Samantha couldn’t make out.
“You guys are nuts,” Samantha said, chuckling. “You think you’re just going to drive right up to the water and say hello to the beetles?”
Quarrels and Xan remained silent.
The SUV came to a stop at the bottom of the old canyon road, partially concealed in a glade under some trees. The water’s edge was a stone’s throw away, the alien ocean placid, a bleak fog hanging over it. Samantha seized on this, thinking back on the vision she’d seen earlier, the one that involved the massive metallic constructs doing battle. She worked to process what it all meant until one of the resistance fighters suddenly thumped her in the middle of the back.
“Get your ass moving,” the fighter said.
“Haven’t you ever heard you get more bees with honey than vinegar?” she asked, turning around to face the gimlet-eyed resistance fighter.
“What the hell does that mean?”
“It means your shoe lace is untied.”
The fighter looked down and Samantha torqued her feet up and kicked him in the groin. The fighter doubled-over as Samantha shook her head. “God you’re an idiot.”
She turned back to see Bowen pointing a rifle at her. “You do that shit again and I will dirt nap your ass.”
“I would be really careful about pissing me off, mister.”
Bowen grinned, but there was a shred of uncertainty in his eyes. “Yeah? And why’s that?”
“Because I don’t think you’re gonna like it when I get mad.”
Bowen shoved her forward and she moved silently past him, shuffling down as two other fighters dropped the kayak-like boat into the water and prepped its engines. Samantha maneuvered herself forward until she was standing next to Quarrels, who was on his haunches, dipping his fingers into the water. She spotted a rucksack beside him, lying open, filled with bundles of drugs from back at the vault. He looked up at her.
“How ‘bout cutting me loose,” she whispered.
He smiled and stood. “I’m gonna miss you, kid. I mean, I’m gonna miss whatever happens next, the fireworks most of all, but I’m also gonna miss you.”
“You could miss me more if you just let me go,” she replied. “C’mon, you know you want to.”
“No can do,” he said with smirk.
She bobbed her head at the rucksack. “Yeah, I guess the life of a dealer is a pretty busy one, huh?”
Quarrels’ expression darkened as he grabbed the rucksack and closed it. “I think you already know this, but the world is not a good place, young lady. There are no more happily ever afters.”
“Wow? Really? After the alien invasion and half the world dying, I find that very hard to believe."
Quarrels smirked, continuing, “People know we’re screwed and you know what they want most of all?”
“Freedom?” she asked.
“Nope, a way to escape.”
“And you’re gonna provide that for a price?”
“Everything comes with a price,” Quarrels said with a nod.
“You’re going to turn your back on humanity?”
Quarrels shrugged. “Humanity is overrated. Besides, I’m more of a loner, a survivor anyway. When everything else falls away, yours truly will still be here.”
“Just like a cockroach.”
Quarrels frowned, gathering up his rucksack. “Say hello to the scuds for me," he said, and then he reached behind her ear and pulled out a silver coin. “Little something to remember me by,” he added, slipping the coin in her front pocket before tipping an imaginary hat. “Que tengas un buen dia.”
Samantha watched him stride over to Xan, who was clutching an oversized rucksack. He gave her one last big hug. Then he moved past the resistance fighters and climbed onto the motorcycle and drove off up through the canyon. Bowen and two other resistance fighters entered the SUV and drove off in the direction that Rane had taken earlier, as Xan and two of the others trudged down toward Samantha.
“It’s time to go,” Xan said, gesturing to the water. “It’s time to be reunited with your friends.”
They shoved Samantha into the boat, then pushed off into the water. Xan grabbed her and forced her down to a seated position as the boat sputtered into the fog.




20





Strategic hamlets.
That’s the word that came to mind when General Aames thought about the alien bases. He was moving across a suspended walkway in the womb of the largest alien base, remembering how he’d been the one to originally pitch the idea of hamlets to the Potentate, the notion of finding a way to pacify huge swaths of land to prevent attacks from the resistance. He’d reminded everyone about the experiences of other empires in the years gone by: the French in Spain and Algeria, the Americans in the Philippines and later in Vietnam. Those undertakings had largely been unsuccessful because fighting an insurgency was often like battling against the incoming tide: as soon as you withdrew your hand, they simply flowed back into place.
But this time was different because they’d found a way to create the tide, to actually use the water as a shield against the insurgency. The plan, which was being implemented globally, centered around the creation of immense bodies of water that allowed the Syndicate to occupy land while simultaneously creating a buffer between it and the resistance. Eventually, whole states and entire countries would be completely pacified with water.
The General thought back on an old quote about insurgencies and guerrilla fighters, about how they succeeded because it was easier for a flea to harm a lion than it was for a lion to harm a flea. He laughed, realizing with this new plan that he wouldn’t simply be eradicating the resistance, the fleas, he’d be drowning the bastards. And then when that was done, he would reach out to those that remained, the survivors, on behalf of the Syndicate. He’d fight to win hearts and minds and if that failed, he would have no choice but to crush the body.
His thoughts spun to those who’d escaped him, the Marines, Quinn and the others. They’d found their way home and linked up with the other raggedy bands, terrorists. Kipling had been right when he’d once described indigenous fighters as half-devil, half-child, and that’s precisely what the insurgents were. Soon he’d be sending out teams to hunt Quinn and the others down. And because nits make lice, he would have no choice but to kill all of them and their children. There simply was no other way to end the fighting.
Exiting the walkway, he moved past collection rooms, vast chambers with ceilings that were a hundred feet tall, where various drones were being prepped for disparate missions. He stared at the Reaper drones and several newer iterations that were tall and lean and capable of longer feats of flight. He smiled because he knew there were others already out there, immense metal hunter-killers that were able to operate underwater. If anyone was stupid enough to try and attack the base on the water, they’d be in for a very rude awakening.
Continuing on, General Aames rode an escalator up, staring outside at portable landing pads, sheets of metal that unfolded from the sides of the base like petals on a flower. Small gliders were visible, landing on the pads, some offloading weapons, others disgorging additional troops that would be used for a number of missions that were in the planning stages. The base housed three-hundred crack Syndicate soldiers, but that number would likely double in the coming days. Very soon they’d begin taking the fight to the streets, conducting additional, surgical strikes to wipe out pockets of specifically identified resistance fighters. Some said that the only way to fully crush an insurgency was to engage in genocide and the General was fully prepared to test that theory.
General Aames looked up and spotted three Syndicate personnel gesturing at him from the top of the escalator. He hastened forward, the personnel saluting, signaling for him to follow.
The General was led down a long corridor whose walls were screens showing patriotic images of the Potentate and the Syndicate armies in battle. At the end of the corridor was a wall of clear material that revealed a view of the man-made ocean and countryside that lay beyond it. A transport tube was located here and General Aames entered it and rose to the top of the base.
He stepped from the tube into a bullpen and moved toward a pillar of light that filled the entire center of the space. Several Syndicate technicians manipulated the light until images became clear. What the General saw in the light stole the breath from his lungs. It was someone, a single fighter dressed in Syndicate armor and battle helmet. The warrior was on a boat accompanied by what appeared to be two resistance fighters and one other person. The General immediately recognized the third figure. He gasped. It was Quinn’s daughter!
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Q uinn rode in silence inside the Jeep, her mouth throbbing from where the bandit with the pig’s mask had cracked two of her teeth. She held an assault rifle in her hands, struggling against the desire to turn around and take a swing at Giovanni. Her eyes ratcheted to the right and she caught sight of him, seated behind her.
“I still want to talk to you about what happened back there,” Giovanni said.
She shook her head. “I’m not speaking with you. Ever.”
“Okay, but I think you just did.”
“Shut the hell up, Giovanni.”
“I’m just glad everything worked out and we still have a chance to make things right.”
“Apology is definitely not accepted,” she replied.
“How long have I known you?” he asked.
“Apparently too long.”
“You’d have done the same thing if you were in my shoes, Quinn.”
At this, she turned and iced him with a look.
“But that’s the point. I could never be in your shoes and you’d never be in mine. It physically can’t happen.”
“Is that a personal dig at me because I don’t have a child?”
She flicked her wrist. “Take it for what it is.”
“I’m offended.”
“Said the guy who just tried to kill my daughter.”
“She wasn’t even there!”
“But you didn’t know that when you fired the fucking rocket!”
“Okay! All right. Cease fire you two,” Eli said, holding up a hand. “Save the energy for the real enemy.”
Quinn and Giovanni fell silent.
“Now I want you guys to listen closely to what I’m about to say,” Eli said, tapping on the steering wheel.
Quinn looked over. “Do I get bonus points if I act like I care?”
Eli ignored this. “There’s a point along the Continental Divide in the Rockies where the waters of a stream part. Seems like a trifling thing, but one drop goes to the west and ends up in the Colorado River and the other goes east and ends up in the Mississippi River. Two drops of water, two entirely different destinations, but one small turning point that determines the outcome.”
Eli glanced at Quinn and smiled. “That’s some pretty heavy stuff, huh?”
Quinn’s brow furrowed. “I literally have no idea how what you just said has any relevance to our conversation.”
She looked back at Giovanni. “You get any of that?”
“Not a word,” Giovanni said.
“All in favor of Eli never giving any more advice, raise your hand,” Quinn said.
Her hand shot up. So did Giovanni’s. Eli took this in, watching the two trade looks. A faint smile pulled at his lips as he turned back to the road only to see—
Quarrels gunning his motorcycle directly at him!
Eli sawed the wheel, barely avoiding Quarrels who blurred past, disappearing back down the road. The Jeep swerved down onto the right shoulder and smoked to a stop just before a line of bullets stitched holes in the hood.
“GET DOWN!” Quinn screamed.
The trio dropped low as every window in the Jeep imploded in a hailstorm of gunfire. Quinn covered her ears, listening to the bullets thump into the sides of the Jeep. One winged her ear, drawing blood, another tore a hole through Giovanni’s shoes, barely missing taking off his toes. She grabbed her rifle and shoved Giovanni’s over to him.
“This is getting real old, Quinn,” Giovanni said.
She nodded and pulled her feet back and kicked her door open.
Dropping down to the ground, Quinn caught sight of the SUV housing Bowen and his two associates. It was two-hundred feet away, parked in the middle of the road. She could see the forms of the fighters inside, training their weapons on her.
Before she could get off a shot, there was a puff of smoke from the SUV and a fiery explosion churned the ground out in front of her, showering the terrain with dirt and rocks. Dancing backwards, she lunged behind the back of the Jeep as more gunfire rang out.
Snake-crawling down the shoulder, she saw Eli drop from the Jeep and take cover behind the spine of a slab of naked rock. Giovanni had pressed himself to the side of the Jeep, rifle to his chest, coiled like a serpent waiting to strike.
Quinn held up two fingers, signaling for him to head left. He nodded and she crawled under the Jeep and looked out from behind the right rear wheel. She glanced up and cursed Cody and Hayden. Where were they?!
Bowen and the resistance fighters continued to loose a merciless wave of bullets at the Jeep, completely obliterating it. Quinn leaned back and cried out as if wounded. She paused, then watched a resistance fighter emerge from the SUV, grenade in hand.
The fighter ran down the road and Quinn shot him in the left knee.
A fountain of blood sprayed from the wound as the fighter dropped to the pavement, the grenade rolling away from him. It detonated, sending up a plume of smoke that Quinn used as cover. She bellied out from under the Jeep and ran laterally across the street, firing her gun. Giovanni did the same, only tracking in the other direction until, in seconds, they’d pinned Bowen in, catching them in a crossfire.
Quinn slid down an embankment on the other side of the road and leaned back and fired. Her bullets tore through the neck of a resistance fighter who fell back, dead before he hit the ground.
In a flash, there was only Bowen left, aside from the injured fighter that Quinn had just shot in the knee and who was still on his back, moaning.
Bowen emptied out his gun, tearing up the ground all around Quinn, bits of gravel pelting her face as the bullets ricocheted.
She heard the report of Giovanni’s gun and lay on her side, taking a bead on Bowen who, trapped between Quinn and Giovanni, dropped his weapon and threw up his hands.
Levering herself up, Quinn moved slowly forward, never lowering her gun. Giovanni was doing the same from the other direction as the shadow of the glider passed overhead. Thanks for being on time, Cody, she thought to herself.
“GET DOWN ON YOUR KNEES!” Quinn yelled.
Bowen didn’t move a muscle.
Quinn drew to within two feet of him. “You hear me?!”
“I ain’t getting on my knees in front of some bitch,” Bowen said.
“I’ll give you to the count of three."
Bowie just mad-dogged her, steeling himself. “Fuck you.”
Quinn glared. “One.”
WHAM!
Quinn punched Bowen hard in the face, splitting his nose open. Blood blossomed and he crumpled to the ground. Quinn lowered the barrel of her rifle down, pressing it against Bowen’s forehead.
“Where’s my daughter, asshole?!”
“Back down at the water,” Bowen replied, spitting out blood. “Xan’s taking her out to the scuds.”
Quinn looked up and without thinking, began running down the blacktop, headed toward the alien ocean.
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Samantha felt a little seasick as the boat cut a path across the top of the man-made ocean, headed on a collision course toward the largest Syndicate base. She watched the two resistance fighters in the stern manning the engines as Xan looked back at her. Xan was at the front of the boat, clad in her Syndicate armor, battle helmet, rifle, and rucksack at her feet.
“Once they spot us, we’re gonna be toast,” Samantha said. “There won’t be any way to escape.”
“Maybe that’s a good thing,” Xan replied.
Samantha watched Xan reach for the oversized rucksack which spilled open to reveal an object that was the size of a football, made of metal, stenciled with yellow and white markings that Samantha had seen before. It was a hafnium warhead. She’d seen another like it during her time on the road with the resistance fighters. She remembered a group of fighters discussing it, talking about how hafnium was a high-density material, meaning it stored tons of energy. A small brick of hafnium could contain over fifty-thousand times the energy in an equivalent amount of TNT and the warhead Xan had was three or four times that size. At that moment, she realized Xan and the others never had any intention of finding a way out. This was less an attack and more a suicide mission. Awesome, she thought, trying to wriggle her fingers free.
“Unless you’ve found a way to swim without the use of your hands, don’t even think about it,” Xan said, zipping the rucksack up and shrugging it on.
“Why are you doing this?” Samantha asked.
“You want a lie or the truth?”
“Depends which one is worse.”
“I’m taking the fight to the aliens,” Xan said.
“God. You’re still on that whole aliens killed the world thing? You have to let go of the anger.”
Xan pointed to the backpack. “Sure will. Just as soon as I deliver that to their front door.”
“Why would they ever let us get that close?”
Xan smiled. “Because I think they really want to meet the daughter of the Marine that escaped from them.”
“I think you’re really overestimating how valuable I am.”
“You better be valuable. Otherwise I’ll just chuck you into the water right now.”
Suddenly, the air crackled and Samantha stared down at the water which began to bubble, as if some immense form was rising up from the depths.
“I think they know we’re here,” Samantha said.
WHOOM!
A triangular head surfaced twenty feet out from the boat, the top of a Syndicate drone that was as big as a school bus. Then spider-like arms, shafts of silver-like, alloyed alien metal emerged. These shot up into the air and crashed back down in the water to stabilize the construct. Having accomplished their task, the legs locked into place, pistoning the main body of the drone, its thorax, up into the air. Samantha sat there frozen, watching the drone, which was nearly sixty-feet high, heave itself up into a kind of standing position. She realized that the drone resembled one of the metal monsters from her vision. A killing machine constructed of some iridescent alien material that emerged from the watery depths like a submarine.
Samantha traded looks with Xan. “We’re totally gonna need a bigger boat.”
A compartment on the belly of the drone opened and a sensor, what looked like a giant eye housed inside a flexible metal ringlet, telescoped out and began sweeping across the water.
Searching for objects.
Searching for potential targets.
The persistent, unblinking eye glowed red and stopped upon spotting the boat.
“It sees us,” Xan said.
“Ya think,” Samantha replied, her mouth dry, her eyes searching for any way off of the boat.
And then the drone emitted a metallic shriek that was like a freight-train from hell. The sensor ratcheted back up into the machine’s belly and the drone’s outrigger-like legs snapped and popped, the sound of hydraulic gears engaging as the drone torqued itself into another position. Samantha could see that it was moving aside, giving them a clear path toward the Syndicate base. The two resistance fighters in the back panicked and jumped into the water, swimming back toward the shore. The boat was without a pilot now, motoring slowly toward the Syndicate base, as the enormous drone vanished into the water like a sea serpent.
Samantha could see forms moving near the bottom of the base which was less than a quarter mile away. Syndicate soldiers were scurrying about like actors without a script, taking up positions, seemingly ready to greet them. Xan grabbed her battle helmet and rifle.
“It’s time to go fishing,” Xan said.
“But you don’t have any bait,” Samantha replied.
Xan turned to her and grinned from ear to ear.

GENERAL AAMES STOOD on the lower landing of the Syndicate base, shadowed by several dozen heavily-armed Syndicate fighters. He studied the boat with Samantha onboard as it puttered toward him, searching for any sign that this might be a trap. He knew that Quinn and the others were approaching in a Jeep and the glider they’d stolen from the command ship. They were out beyond the water’s edge and he’d deal with them presently. In the meantime, all that mattered was that he’d find a way to take Samantha into custody aboard the base. She was more valuable alive than dead, he knew that. Once that was accomplished, he would present her personally to the Potentate. He had visions of the Potentate congratulating him, labeling him a hero of the empire. His name would be remembered and he would be exalted before being placed in direct control of everything that happened on Earth. It would be glorious.
His gaze wandered to the back of the boat, to Samantha whose small frame was sagging as she sat, staring at the ground. For a moment he wondered why her hands were bound and then he shrugged off these thoughts and got ready to greet her.
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Q uinn plunged down through the canyonlands, lungs burning, headed toward the water’s edge which was several hundred yards below. She could hear the shouts of Giovanni and Eli behind her, but there was no time to wait for them. Chest heaving, she left the road and lashed down over a section of rocks until she was standing at the water’s edge, staring out over the man-made ocean. She could see the alien bases and the boat with two tiny figures headed directly toward it. Cupping a hand to her mouth, Quinn called out for Samantha, but the boat was too far away.
There was a buzzing in the air and Quinn turned to see the glider hovering fifteen feet above the road, Eli, and Giovanni standing below it. Quinn darted back up the road, fighting against the turbulence caused by the glider as it floated over the blacktop.
“They’re there!” she shouted, reaching Giovanni and Eli, pointing back to the water. “I can see them!”
“We need to move fast,” Giovanni said.
“Unless you’ve discovered how to walk across water, we’re in a bit of a pickle,” Eli added.
The glider dropped several feet and a compartment opened on it. Quinn looked up to see Hayden and Milo peering down at her. Over the thrumming of the glider’s engines, she shouted, “THEY’RE OUT ON THE WATER!”
“THEN LET’S GO AND GET HER!” Hayden shouted back.
Milo dropped something down at Quinn.
It was a set of alien straps, a harness of sorts, from inside the vessel.
Quinn stared at the straps, then at Giovanni and Eli.
“We’ll find another way,” Giovanni said, his face full of worry. “You can’t possibly think it’s wise to strap yourself in.”
Quinn shook her head. “There’s no time. This is the only chance we’ve got.”
Quinn drew the harness over her shoulders, tucking the connecting clips under her arms. She grabbed her rifle and sucked in a breath and held up a thumb to Milo who nodded and saluted her.
Then the glider powered straight up and Quinn felt her feet leave the ground.
In seconds, she was flying through the air underneath the glider, held aloft on the straps like a marionette. She watched the ground end and the water begin as the glider accelerated out over it.
She had a God’s eye view of everything and was dumbstruck at the sight of all of the alien bases, including the one that the boat was heading toward. The bases jutted up out of the water like vertical cities, tall and shimmering, and terrifying. She squinted and saw clusters of Syndicate soldiers and what might be drones on the decks of the bases, little more than specks as the glider ascended to thirty feet, then forty feet above the water’s surface.
Her thoughts flashed from this to the boat below and she realized she needed to come up with a plan. She was bearing down on the small craft and could see Samantha with Xan, wrapped in alien armor, but didn’t know what she’d do once she reached it. And why hadn’t the Syndicate done anything yet? Certainly they’d seen the glider, they knew they were coming. Why were they waiting to react? Maybe they were distracted, she thought. Maybe they were too focused on the boat and would let the glider slip right past them and—
Then it happened.
The water exploded directly under her.
Quinn looked down, terrified as a colossal submersible drone launched itself at her.
Quinn instinctively pressed the clips on her harness.
She felt weightless for a moment.
Then gravity sucked her down and she was falling, plunging forward through the air, still holding her rifle.
She fell through the sky like a fallen star, arms tight to her sides, just as she’d done when space diving. She knew she wouldn’t reach the boat with Samantha onboard now. It was too far beyond her. Besides, she had more pressing concerns, including what to do about the alien that was trying to kill her.
Grabbing her ankles with one hand, she miraculously circumvented the drone’s outstretched, whip-like appendage, that slashed past her, grazing the hair on her head. Peripherally, she saw the metal monster searching for her, groaning and heaving and then she hit the water and vanished from sight.

ON THE DECK of the alien base, General Aames watched everything unfold. He saw Quinn disappear into the water, trapped between the two titanic drones, and watched the glider break off its approach. His soldiers opened fire on the glider which retreated back over the water, trailed by several smaller Swan drones that were also firing at it.
The General stared down at the boat, now within arm’s reach. He smiled at the figure in the Syndicate armor and battle helmet, then nodded in Samantha’s direction. “Welcome aboard,” the General said, extending a hand.
The figure in the armor grabbed the General’s wrist and hopped up onto the alien base. She was quickly surrounded by Syndicate soldiers. The General turned back to Samantha and conjured up the biggest smile he could. “Samantha,” he said.
“How do you know my name?” Samantha asked.
“I’m an old friend of your mother’s.”
The General whistled and his soldiers grabbed Samantha dragged her kicking and screaming onto the base. He swiveled to Xan who pinned the General with a volcanic glare.
“You’re human,” she said.
“I like to think so,” General Aames said with a smile.
Xan spat in his face. “You’re a fucking murderer.”
The General turned to his fighters who rushed forward as Xan swung her rucksack around and flashed its contents. Everyone could see the bomb and detonator hidden inside.
“BACK THE FUCK UP!” Xan hissed. “YOU PUT ONE HAND ON ME AND WE’RE ALL GOING DOWN!”

QUINN SUNK through the water like a lead weight.
The pseudo-ocean was murky and warm and Quinn threw out her arms to stop her rapid descent. Then she began scissoring her legs, fighting toward the surface. She sensed vibrations in the water, waves, and looked back to see the immense shadow of the drone as it plowed through the water, presumably hunting for her. Looking in the other direction, she spotted the shadow of the other drone. With a sinking sensation, she realized she was caught, pinned between the two alien leviathans.
Struggling upward, she breached the surface of the water and gasped for breath. Her eyes jitterbugged. She saw the alien base in one direction, the mammoth drones on either side of her. The glider was nowhere in sight. She was all alone. And to make matters worse, she could see them.
General Aames and Xan!
The bastards were alive and well and standing on the dock of the alien base. Xan was screaming at the General while a small herd of Syndicate soldiers aimed their rifles at her. Xan took a step and Quinn’s heart nearly leaped through her throat. She could see Samantha! She was alive, bound, but otherwise appeared to be unharmed.
Quinn kicked her feet, intent on swimming toward the alien base where she’d find some way, any way, to rescue her. Suddenly a current moved through the water, the sensation caused by something preternaturally large rising up from the depths of the ocean and—
WHAM!
There was an enormous explosion directly behind her. Quinn reckoned the drone had just slammed down into the water, creating a tsunami-like wave that propelled her forward and beyond the purview of the drone closest to the alien base.
The force of the wave wrenched Quinn sideways and before she knew what had happened, she was surfing the wave, riding it toward the far side of the alien base at a rapid clip.
The lower edge of the base came up fast and with one deft movement, Quinn muscled herself up and grabbed onto a section of the base, holding tight as the wave broke all around her. Somehow, unseen by the Syndicate soldiers, she slithered under the decking of the base, hiding from the drones which were rampaging toward her.

CODY AND HAYDEN were scanning the flight console, watching three Swan drones closing from behind. The pursuing machines were without the heavy weaponry of the larger alien assault craft, but they were fast and capable of taking a glider down. Hayden slotted the controls down, angling the glider toward the surface of the water where he leveled it off. He glanced up to see another Syndicate base approaching in the distance. Troops and drones were visible on the decking of the base, firing at the glider which screamed down and to the right.
“I gotta make this thing swim,” Hayden said, squinting sideways at Cody. “Since I can’t puke any chaff, I gotta weave low and hope like hell that the bogeys back there ain’t full-up locked!”
Cody registered this. “I have no idea what you just said!”
“STRAP IN!”
Cody and the others did as Hayden pulled back violently on the controls. Cody was pinned in place, watching his world roll. He was on the verge of a g-induced black out, when the glider came back around, seemingly at the exact place they’d just left.
Only now, Cody could see that they were behind the Swan drones.
Hayden had pulled the glider around in a hellacious maneuver, outmaneuvering the alien machines.
“GET THE DARTS READY!” Hayden thundered.
Cody reached down as Hayden punched the engines, the thrust sling-shotting the glider up and over the Swan drones and the Syndicate base.
“NOW!” Hayden shouted.
Cody tapped the console and the glider reverberated with the thrumming sound as thousands of metal darts were dropped. He watched on the console as the darts slammed down on the Swan drones, obliterating them, while other darts rained hell down on the alien base. Cody saw the flechettes mow down rows of Syndicate soldiers, knocking them over like tenpins in a bowling alley. Some of the metal darts slammed into generators and what looked like fuel reservoirs, sparking explosions as portions of the base went up in smoke. He looked over at Hayden. “Payback’s a bitch, ain’t it?” Hayden said, a grim smile on his face.

GENERAL AAMES SQUARED off against Xan who was threatening to detonate the bomb she’d hidden in the rucksack. He searched her eyes, looking for any sign of weakness or that she was bluffing. Before he could react, she shoved past his troops and wrapped her arms around Samantha.
“TOUCH ME AND I’LL KILL EVERYONE!” Xan screamed.
Quinn saw this from her hiding spot underneath the base decking. Her face tightened in rage. She was close enough that she could probably get a shot off and kill Xan, who was helmetless. But if she did that she might accidentally hit Samantha or cause Xan to detonate her explosive. It was too risky. She’d have to get closer.
Hands lacquered with sweat and water from the man-made ocean, Quinn spider-climbed under the decking, moving toward the rear of the space. As she was crawling, she noticed immense sections of flexible metal tubing that led from the water up toward the side of the base. Peeking through the decking, she could see that the tubing led into a cigar-shaped, metal tube that was twenty-feet tall and fixed to the side of the alien base. Quinn surmised that the flex tubing was feedwater for what was obviously a modular power source of some kind. She squinted and saw the cigar-shaped tube glow orange and emit a yellowish mist out of what she believed was a steam generator. Nuclear, she thought to herself. For Crissakes, the scuds were using modular nuclear reactors to power the bases! Similar things had been used at forward operating bases back during the last war in Yemen. The “Nuke-Mods” had been an immense source of pride for the military until the first one was blown by a suicide bomber.
Quinn sucked in a breath and crawled over the flex-tubing. She spotted a compartment up ahead, a section of grated decking that she grabbed and nudged up. Xan’s screams continued to echo as Quinn eased the grated decking up only to see a Syndicate soldier peering down at her.
“Hello,” Quinn said.
The soldier aimed a rifle at Quinn.
Quinn grabbed the rifle’s barrel and pulled back, hauling the soldier down into the water with her.
The soldier, clad in heavy armor, struggled in the water as Quinn torqued her body around. She wrenched the soldier’s rifle away and clubbed him in the face with it. The soldier sank and Quinn grabbed the grating and pulled herself up.
Hands latched onto her lower right leg and she looked back to see the alien fighter clawing at her, trying to drag her back down.
Quinn kicked him off and fell to the deck, realizing she was in a covered space that was not visible from those standing outside on the exposed deck. She snatched up the alien’s rifle. The soldier squealed and snagged the grating. He emerged from the underside of the deck and grabbed the end of Quinn’s rifle. The alien looked up into the weapon’s barrel and then into the eyes that were ready to use it. Quinn hesitated and then shot the alien through the forehead.
The weapon’s report echoed over the decking like a hammer strike.
Quinn knew her cover was blown.
Dodging back, she ran as fast as she could outside.
Xan and the others turned, startled.
“MOM!” Samantha screamed.
Pupils shock-dilated, Quinn raised her rifle and fired a shot!
The round from her gun tore the rucksack from Xan’s back, sending it spinning across the deck. Xan screamed and General Aames ducked for cover. Quinn went into a full-bodied rage, stomping forward only to take a knee and fire out her gun at the Syndicate soldiers.
The barrel of her gun glowed as she unleashed a deafening fusillade of fire at the aliens. Rounds from her gun stuttered across the deck, chewing into the alien base and the Syndicate soldiers unlucky enough to be gathered before her. The energized slugs folded the alien soldiers backward, whipsawing their bodies across the decking. Several grenades pinned to the Syndicate soldiers were hit and these detonated. The mini-blasts fragmented the alien bodies into the air, birthing small fires as Quinn dropped, wheeled, and continued to shoot.
Smoky haze filled the deck as Quinn continued to riddle the aliens, the ground carpeted with the bodies of the dead and dying. She dropped low and looked back to see dozens of additional fighters streaming down a walkway. She had two, maybe three minutes before they were on her. Quinn quickly pivoted and leaped over the bodies of the stricken aliens, fighting through the din, searching for Samantha.
“SAMANTHA!” she yelled.
Samantha cried out and Quinn reeled toward her, reaching out a hand when—
WHAM!
A form slammed into Quinn, sending her flying onto the deck. She lost her grip on the rifle which skittered away. Rolling over, she turned back to see Xan screaming, running forward, lowering her shoulder like a tailback.
Quinn bolted upright and braced herself.
The two collided and the impact sent them both crashing to the ground.
Xan was the first on her feet. Teeth bared, she threw herself at Quinn, bringing her fists down like jackhammers.
“THIS IS FOR ALL THE RESISTANCE FIGHTERS YOU KILLED!” Xan said, punching Quinn to the ground.
Quinn crumpled, face bloodied, then swung out a leg that bounced off Xan’s alien armor.
She fought to her feet and threw a punch that Xan blocked, before kicking Quinn in the groin. Quinn doubled over. Fighting off the agony of the kick, she saw Xan charging and pulled back a fist and threw a punch toward Xan’s kidney area. The impact was like striking a section of plywood. Her knuckles burned, but there was some give, so she drove them deep into Xan’s stomach. Xan yelped, but Quinn knew she hadn’t delivered a death blow.
Xan stumbled back and Quinn dove for the rucksack that Xan had dropped.
Her fingers looped around the rucksack’s shoulder straps.
Then Xan’s hand violently grabbed her mouth.
Quinn was fearful that Xan was going to rip her mouth wide open.
She bit down hard on Xan’s fingers only to feel a fist slam into the back of her head.
Quinn crashed onto the decking, watching peripherally as Xan snatched up the rucksack.
With one final heave, Quinn pushed herself up, only to be met with another kick, this time to her sternum.
Xan’s boot stole the air from Quinn and she folded up like a jackknife, clutching her midsection. Xan gathered up an alien rifle and aimed it, point-blank at Quinn.
“ASK FOR FORGIVENESS!” Xan shouted.
“LET MY DAUGHTER GO!” Quinn replied.
“SAY IT! Xan screamed.
Quinn wanted to rip Xan’s throat out, but realized if she had any hope of helping Samantha, she’d have to play ball.
“I’m sorry,” Quinn replied softly. “I don’t know what else to say, but … I’m sorry.”
The rifle quivered in Xan’s hands. “They took everything from me,” she said. “You don’t understand, but I’ve got nothing left. This, what I’m doing here, it’s all I have.”
“You don’t do right, by doing wrong.”
Xan held Quinn’s fiery look. “We both know that’s bullshit. Sometimes you have to do both.”
Xan raised the rifle and a look suddenly came over her. The same kind of wide-eyed stare that someone might have upon seeing the face of God. She backtracked from Quinn who slowly turned to see the two submersible drones rocketing up out of the water. Nearly all of the eighty-foot metallic monstrosities were visible, steam rising from their exoskeletons. Quinn gaped at the closest beast as whip-like appendages with metal lassos fixed to the end shot out like silk from a spider. One of them barely missed Quinn, while another snared Samantha.
“NO!” Quinn screamed.
The lasso closed around Samantha’s midsection, lifting her up into the air. Quinn was powerless to stop it. Gunfire rang out and Quinn looked over to see Xan firing at the alien troops which were approaching from the top of the base. Quinn grabbed up a discarded Syndicate rifle and fired at them as well. She watched Xan hoist the discarded rucksack and throw it over her shoulder. Then Xan looked back. “GET THE HELL OUT OF HERE!” she screamed at Quinn. “THIS IS BETWEEN ME AND THEM!”
Quinn watched her streak forward, taking incoming fire from the Syndicate soldiers, their rounds ricocheting off her armor. She was hit several times, but continued to run toward a faraway ramp.
Turning, Quinn watched helplessly as Samantha was pulled ever higher until she was fifty-feet overhead, dangling at the end of the drone’s metal lasso. It was over, Quinn thought to herself with a sinking feeling. There was no way left to save her daughter. She pulled the Syndicate rifle in tight against her chest. If she was going down, she’d take as many of the bastards out with her as she could.
At that moment, Samantha looked down at her mother, on the verge of a mental meltdown. She was hyperventilating and full of fear as she looked down and noted several things all at once: her mother valiantly orchestrating a last stand against the advancing Syndicate soldiers; Xan forging her way up the ramp, possibly wounded, but still mobile, headed toward an opening into the heart of the alien base; and the operators of the drone that held her in the metal lasso. Samantha looked over at the three aliens that seemed to grin at her from inside of the machine’s translucent cockpit. She felt a current pass through the machine, realizing that it was only seconds before the drone did something terrible to her. She had visions of it either ripping her in half, or punging down into the water, never to return.
In that moment of despair, her eyes strayed to the metal lasso holding her in place. There was a nubbing on the alien alloy, a place where the metal had either been imperfectly crafted or somehow fractured ever so slightly. She reached out her hands and drew the bindings around her wrists back and forth over the nubbing as energy welled up inside her. The bindings broke free and Samantha closed her eyes and exhaled because she knew that nothing would ever be the same again. Then her eyes flapped open and she set the air on fire.
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Samantha’s mouth peeled back in a silent scream as the sky became an unquenchable wall of fire. For a moment, a line in a story she’d heard came to her, something about a god named Prometheus and how fire was stolen from on high to give to mortal men. It was time, Samantha thought to herself, time to give the fire back. Heat and light radiated from her outraised arms, a great rending fire that shot out hundreds of feet in front of her. She looked down and shrieked, “RUN, MOM!”
Quinn heard Samantha’s faint voice and saw the fireball above her and out over the water, sweeping over everything like an angry orange curtain.
She dropped her gun and somersaulted back, covering her head, diving into the water as—
WHOOMPH!
The flames swooped right over her.
Up above this, Samantha watched the fire swirl like a whirlwind, covering the drone that was holding her and the one that was positioned ten yards beyond it.
The flames melted the drones’ exoskeletons, cooking the operators inside their cockpits. The machines trembled and a static squeal echoed from the thorax of the one holding her. Down below, the wall of flames swept over the Syndicate soldiers on the deck and those approaching the deck, turning the fighters into ambulatory torches. Some ran around, on fire, while others dove into the man-made ocean.
General Aames watched this from the blind he’d been hiding in, a concealed location at the far end of the deck. He clutched a pistol, quivering, staring out at the inferno, watching his troops being burned alive. The heat was intense, singeing his eyebrows, the General trembling as he watched Samantha rain down hellfire. Survival mode kicked in and the General scooted down a walkway, scurrying away from the flames. He entered an elevator and powered himself up toward the upper deck of the base, hoping like hell that he could reach his drones and unleash them before the girl came for him.

BACK OUT ON THE DECK, Samantha had little time to celebrate the destruction because the drone holding her staggered and then began collapsing into the water. The lasso around her waist broke free and Samantha fell down through the air. She windmilled her arms, the deck rushing up to greet her when—
WHUNK!
She was able to arrest her downward descent until she was hovering in the air, twenty feet off the surface of the inland sea. It was the strangest sensation, like being held aloft by blasts of cool air. And simply by focusing her mind and drawing the energy through the tips of her fingers she was able to rotate her body around and down. It was going to take some getting used to, but Samantha liked the feeling of flight. It was terrifying yet terrifically empowering all at once. She looked down and over and caught the eyes of a knot of Syndicate soldiers preparing to pursue her mother. There was something in their eyes. Shock and respect for Samantha … and fear.
She focused the energy coursing through her arms and brought her body around until she was facing the deck of the alien base. She twirled her arms and loosed a primal scream and exploded every inanimate object in sight. Shrapnel and debris filled the air, ripping the surviving alien soldiers apart, blasting holes in the alien base, barely missing Xan who dove out of the way, continuing to struggle up the faraway ramp toward the base’s upper deck.
She held aloft a hand and brought her fingers into her palm and ripped up whole sections of the decking. She flew forward and continued to tear the base asunder and that’s when she heard a voice. It was Quinn, her eyes wide and swollen. She was bobbing in the water, staring up at Samantha.
“Samantha … wha – what are you doing?!” Quinn asked with a groaning cry.
Samantha felt a vibration in the air which meant something seismic was about to happen and so she swooped down and grabbed Quinn’s wrist and began pulling her back through the water. The glider was visible up ahead and it banked hard and began knifing back over the water to the mainland. Samantha’s gaze found her mother’s. “My God,” Quinn whispered. “What have they done to you?”
Samantha heard a metallic screech and turned back to see several more monstrous submersible drones rise up out of the water like metal krakens. She let go of her mother as she ascended, then pulled her hands together and made the air sing. Quinn watched, awestruck as the pseudo-ocean turned into a literal lake of fire around the approaching drones.

AT THAT MOMENT, Xan climbed the final few steps of the ramp and plunged through an opening in the base’s upper deck and fell to the ground inside the base’s command center. Her side was on fire and she could see blood pooling underneath her. Somehow, some way, a round had found its way through her arm. She’d been shot.
Coughing up blood, she rose and saw dozens of aliens inside the base. Just staring at her. Then a figure lurched out in front of them and it was General Aames! He had a gun in his hand and a look of pure homicide in his eyes.
“You!” he shouted.
Xan bulled forward and grabbed the General in a bear hug. He tossed her aside and she fell to the ground, wheezing. The General straddled Xan, looking down at her like a fairy tale giant.
“You’re not even a Marine are you?” General Aames sneered.
“I’m the resistance.”
The General barked out a haughty laugh.
“Who the fuck do you think you are?”
“I’m the crazy bitch with a bomb,” Xan replied, grinning darkly.
The pistol came around and was placed against Xan’s temple.
“Go to hell,” the General whispered.
“You first,” Xan replied with a smile.
General Aames fired his gun as Xan pressed on the detonator and—
WHUMP-BOOM!
A column of pure, sterilizing light issued forth from the bomb in the rucksack, atomizing everything in sight. General Aames, Xan, and every alien soldier were vaporized as columns of fire ravaged the Syndicate base.
The world went white as the boiling tide of flame swept across the decking of the base. The modular nuclear reactor broke off from the base, sinking into the water but not before it spawned a rolling wave of thunder, a tower of flames that shot hundreds of feet into the air.

QUINN HAD PADDLED several hundred yards away from the alien base. The air was heavy with the scent of burning fuels and material, and small fires raged here and there. She called out for Samantha and for a moment she caught sight of her. Suspended over what was left of the alien base, attacking two of the still-functioning drones. Quinn watched her windmill her arms as the air roiled and she somehow tore through the drones like a wrecking ball, turning them into metal splinters. And then came a humming note and what sounded like a sigh. As if the world itself had exhaled a breath, taking a pause between all of the devastation. Then a massive secondary explosion obliterated what was left of the alien base, causing the wreckage to glow red. A fireball smeared over the man-made ocean, forcing Quinn back down under the water. She kicked her legs and dove down, watching the flames sweep across the water’s surface. Seconds later, she breached the water, and searched for Samantha, but there was nothing there. Literally. Everything that had once been in sight only moments earlier was gone. All that was left was the smoking detritus of the blast.
“SAMANTHA!” Quinn wailed.
Nothing.
Silence.
She called out again and again and then she heard another sound and turned back to see the glider descending over her. She could see Milo and Hayden waving and screaming at her, but she didn’t hear them. She couldn’t hear anything anymore. Her body went limp and the last thing she remembered before she passed out was somebody from the glider jumping down into the water next to her.
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Insidious is the force that causes one to dream of things they know will never be. On being hauled up into the rear of the glider after the destruction of the alien base, Quinn collapsed to the ground and lay there alone in nerve-brutalized wonderment, curled in a fetal ball. No words of comfort were offered by any of the others, and none were sought. What good would it have done? What could anyone say that would possibly numb the pain of losing your only child? She prayed that none of it was real, that the events of the last few hours were, instead, the figment of an unquiet mind.
Only in the relative quiet of the glider’s back bay, did she begin putting the pieces together. She and the others had successfully run a gauntlet that stretched between Shiloh and the edge of the alien’s man-made ocean. Once over the water, Quinn had swooped down on Xan and taken the fight directly to the Syndicate’s main forward operating base while struggling to free Samantha, who’d been captured by a massive alien drone. Then, when all hope seemed lost, Quinn witnessed a sight that would haunt her for the rest of her days.
She’d seen her daughter do … what? Do something. Even at that moment, Quinn wasn’t entirely sure of what she’d seen, but there was no doubt that she felt it, felt some unholy energy radiating from Samantha. The kind of sensation you got when standing under power lines.
Before she set the air on fire, Quinn read the look in Samantha’s eyes, a mix of terror and awe. She continued to play the images over and over in her mind, subtly reordering and altering them. She conjured up a final conversation with Samantha where Samantha would whisper: “Don’t look at me that way, mom.” And then she’d say: “What way?” and Samantha would reply: “Like you’re a scientist and I’m some bug trapped under a glass.”
And then Samantha would fly, and God help her she had actually seen her little girl fly, and hover over Quinn and whisper, “There is something coming, mom. Something you can’t even imagine.”
“You’re scaring me,” Quinn whispered back.
“You need to be scared,” Samantha replied, her voice thinning with fear. Then she had torqued herself up into the air and unleashed hellfire on the aliens.
Jesus, had that really happened? Or had Quinn simply lost her mind? She remembered she’d had an aunt who killed herself many years before. What was it? Bi-polar? Schizophrenia? She couldn’t remember which, but there was a history of mental illness in the family. Maybe it was attributable to that or maybe she’d just cracked after witnessing so much death and devastation. Or perhaps, most troubling of all, was the thought that her reality now was worse than any nightmare. What she’d seen had taken place and now Samantha was gone, gone away, never to be seen again. It pained her to think that they’d been right. Xan and Comerford and all the others who’d said they’d seen Samantha engaged in some very unusual activities. They’d likely seen her do the very same things she’d done to the aliens, which is why they’d all been imprisoned back in Shiloh.
She lay her head against the glider’s cool floor as a collage of images bombarded her: she saw herself giving birth to Samantha in the hospital, very much alone, the hospital cold, sterile, the epidural ineffective. How many hours had she endured? Ten? Twelve? And then a final, titanic shudder had coursed through her body followed by an explosion and Samantha emerged and screamed… Then the doctor handing her over for bonding, and how she had grabbed Quinn’s right index finger. She remembered all of that vividly. The images then fast-forwarded at an alarming rate, Quinn watching Samantha advance in years until she saw the incident out over the water again. She watched the drones burst into flames along with the alien base and then it was too much. She threw her hands over her ears and closed her eyes and fought to will the images away. Her body went limp, and she knew that the flight back to Shiloh would be the longest thirty minutes of her life.

MINUTES AFTER FEELING the glider land, Quinn heard a whisper. “Quinn?” a voice called. “Hey, Quinn?”
She rolled over and stared up at Cody, who stood several feet away from her. The others were visible behind him, but their eyes were downcast. It was clear they were trying to give Quinn plenty of space.
“We’re all really sorry,” Cody whispered. “I know that doesn’t mean anything at all, but we – I – wanted you to know that.”
At that moment, barely holding onto sanity, Quinn took in Cody’s look and nodded.
“You need anything at all you let us know,” Cody added, laying a hand on her wrist.
All she needed was one thing, Quinn thought to herself. But it was the one thing she’d never be able to have again. But then, lying there in a stupefied state, she suddenly remembered the bodies back under the ice on the asteroid. With that came the realization that there was a way to change things. There was a potential way out. The time ship! Cody had the coordinates didn’t he? They knew where it was and had the means to go and assault it. How could she have forgotten about all of that?
Quinn sat herself up, drawing strength from the notion that there might still be a way to change everything. To erase all of the bad things that had resulted after the Syndicate invasion. She stood and turned to the others who still stared nervously at her.
“You don’t have to do this,” Cody said. “I mean, it might be best if you stay in here and rest.”
“We need to make plans,” she replied.
“For what?”
“An attack on the time ship.”
The rear ramp on the glider descended and Quinn marched down into the light of day to see several dozen resistance fighters assembled. She instinctively squared her shoulders, ready to fight, but none of them appeared to be armed. A baseball-cap wearing man, with raccoon-eyes and a long face like a shovel, emerged from the crowd and moved toward Quinn. She vaguely recalled seeing him at some point in the past, but didn’t know the man’s name. He moved to within a few feet of Quinn and removed his cap.
“You made it back, then,” the man said.
Quinn nodded.
“We had an intel report of a series of explosions out on the west lands,” shovel-face added.
“That’s in the area where we encountered several alien bases,” Quinn said.
“You … encountered them?”
“Yep. Right before they were destroyed,” Quinn replied.
The shovel-faced man looked beyond Quinn, peering at the others dismounting the glider as if doing a mental headcount.
“You’re missing some people,” he said.
“Comerford and Xan are dead,” Quinn responded.
Her words received a current of disapproving murmurs along with the shaking of heads from most of the gathered resistance fighters.
“If what you say is true,” shovel-face said, “if you blew up an alien base, the scuds are likely gonna want some payback.”
“That’s certainly possible,” Quinn replied.
He shifted his weight and slapped his hands against his baseball cap. “Sergeant, you and your people could probably kill all of us if you wanted to.”
Quinn nodded.
The man pointed back toward their base, the entrance to the silo.
“You’re more than welcome to everything we have, but we’d like … well, we’d like you all to go.”
“You discussed that?”
The man nodded. “We voted on it. We’re done with the fighting and just want to be left alone.”
“You can’t hide down there forever.”
“We know that. But we’re tired of living life on other peoples’ terms. I hope you can understand that.”
Quinn took this in, trading looks with Cody, Hayden, and the others who were nodding.
“Twenty-four hours,” Quinn said with a nod. “We grab what we can carry and then you’ll never see us again.”
“Deal,” shovel-face said, extending a hand that Quinn shook.
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Q uinn made sure to keep busy over the next several hours. She and the others returned to the silo and commenced gathering up and packing their armor (from the room that Xan had previously sealed), along with their gear and other items. Moving down through one of the central walkways, Quinn made two quick stops. First, she stopped at the room where they’d been imprisoned, which was still in disarray. She searched for and found Zeus, Samantha’s tiny toy robot, and pocketed it before moving on to the room where Samantha had been kept. She knelt and picked up the pieces of the loop of string Eli had given Samantha, and pocketed these as well. Then she turned and studied the rest of the room, catching what she thought might be Samantha’s scent still lingering in the air.
Trudging back down an inner corridor, Quinn spotted Cody gesturing to her. He laid a hand on her shoulder. “You want to talk?”
“There’s no time to talk,” she replied. “We’ve got to get everything ready.”
“For what?” he asked.
“The time ship,” she answered. “We’ve got to game plan for how to hit that sucker.”
His face fell. “Yeah, about the time ship, Quinn...”
“What?” she asked, flinging him a nasty look.
He gestured down the corridor. “It’s just … the others are back in the control room. They’re having a meeting.”
“About…?”
“It’s probably better if you just … come and listen.”
Quinn brushed past Cody, threading her way down the corridor. Snatches of conversation were audible up ahead as Quinn breezed through the open door that led into the silo’s control room. Hayden, Milo, Renner, Giovanni, and all the others who’d gone on the mission to attack the alien bases were present. They looked up, surprised to see her.
“Plotting without me, huh?” Quinn said.
Milo summoned a quick smile as Cody closed the door. Nobody said anything for several seconds while Quinn prowled the space, exchanging looks with everyone.
“Why is everybody so goddamn quiet? You heard the man before. We’ve got twenty-four hours to lock and load, which means we need to start planning now,” Quinn said, turning to Cody. “You’ve got the coordinates, so let’s talk about how we’re going to do the deed. We don’t want to lose our opportunity with the time ship.”
“What about if we don’t hit it?” Milo said.
Quinn wheeled on him. “Excuse me?”
“Some people think that maybe we don’t need to risk everything for one ship,” Milo said. “Maybe there’s another way.”
Quinn’s brow furrowed. “But that’s not what our plan was.”
“Plans can change,” Mackie said. “After all, look what we accomplished back there.”
Mira nodded. “We took out a bunch of alien bases.”
“And?” Quinn said.
“And some people think maybe that’s where we need to focus,” Milo said. “That maybe we need to concentrate more on conducting larger hit and run operations. Y’know, focus on things down here instead of up there.”
Quinn looked at Hayden and Giovanni. “Are you buying this bullshit?”
No response.
Quinn shook her head. “The only reason we blew up the bases was because of Samantha. You all saw it. Without her we wouldn’t have stood a chance.”
“So then we’ll get better weapons,” Mira replied.
“We can’t beat them, don’t you understand that?” Quinn said, smacking her hands together. “The only way to change the future is to go back into the past!”
Mackie shook his head. “You don’t even know if that’s possible.”
Quinn turned to Cody who sighed ferociously. “I’ve tried explaining the pros and cons of the operation to everyone.”
“So do a better job,” Quinn hissed. “This is the only option. If I have go up there in the goddamn glider by myself and attack the time ship I will. Who’s with me?”
Hawkins shook his head. “You guys are like blood to me now, after all we been through, but I’m about broke. I’m sittin’ this one out.”
Calee nodded. “Me too. I’m gonna focus on what we have here.”
Quinn cursed under her breath. For a moment she had the strongest desire to call them cowards, but then realized this was all a blessing in disguise. Better to out the unreliable now than when the shit started really hitting the fan up in space.
“How about it?” she said to the rest of them. “Who else is gonna bail on me?”
Giovanni looked up. “I think people who are in shock don’t make the best decisions, Quinn, but I’ll go with you.”
“Me too,” said Hayden. “I’ve gone this far.”
Renner raised his hand as did Luke, Mackie, Eli, Mira, and Cody. Quinn’s gaze ratcheted over to Milo. “How ‘bout it, Milo? You gonna stay down here and turn your sword into a plowshare? Maybe start up a farm out in the country?”
“Fuck you, Quinn,” he snapped back.
“You’d say that to the woman who saved your skinny white ass back out on the frozen lake?” she snapped. “Or did you forget about that?”
“Oh, so you’re gonna play that card now?” he asked.
“Only one I’ve got left.”
He chewed on his lips and nodded. “Fine, but I’m going on the record as saying this is a suicide mission and we’re all probably going to die.”
She nodded and feigned a smile. “But at least we’ll be together.”
“That is in no way reassuring.”
Quinn turned to Cody. “Let’s plan our order of battle.”

OVER THE NEXT SEVERAL HOURS, they sat in the silo’s command center, pouring over reams of information on a series of screens, everything presented and manipulated by Cody who was detailing all of the information he’d gleaned from the last temporal totem. He explained the time ship’s anticipated coordinates and how it would eventually appear near the rings of Saturn, some seven-hundred and fifty-million miles from Earth.
“Saturn?” Renner asked, raising his hand. “Why the hell is the ship circling Saturn?”
Cody smiled. “Excellent question. My theory is that the ship needs to be close enough to the planet’s magnetosphere.”
“Why?” Milo asked.
“Because Saturn’s unique internal magnetic field and its magnetosphere likely create a gravity-less moment in time that allows for the possibility of time travel. It’s the only place in the galaxy that makes sense, frankly, to attempt it.”
At this, Cody stood and tapped on one of the screens, bringing up an intricately-detailed schematic of Saturn. “Saturn’s special in that the axis and the magnetosphere match. That shouldn't be possible, but it is and it creates a bubble where you can manipulate gravity, which is the primary inhibitor of time travel. It’s basically the galaxy’s Goldilocks area if you want to take a trip into the past.”
Cody then powered up a graphic of the time ship, a bulky alien vessel that was several footballs fields in length and width.
“That mother’s gonna be heavily weaponed,” Renner said.
“Which is why we can’t confront it, head-on,” Cody replied with a nod. “Besides, if we’re too obvious in the assault and there really are time loops, all we’ve done is give them a reason to send a message back earlier to put more defenses in our way, give a heads up that we’re coming.” 
“So then we orchestrate a surgical strike,” Quinn offered.
“Easier said than done,” Milo whispered in reply.
Cody stared off, contemplating, then raised a finger. “We could in theory, use one or more of its planetary rings as cover. The particles are energized so they’d likely act like electronic countermeasures if the time ship’s using any detection equipment.”
Quinn nodded. “And then theoretically we wait for the ship to pass over us and attach ourselves to the side and find a way in.”
Cody pointed to the schematic of the time ship, drawing attention to the rear of the craft. “It is likely the ship’s power source is similar to the one used on the command ship. One, possibly two, nuclear thrust reactors. We could attach several electromagnetic cables to the ship and slide over and then we’d breach the ship’s hull—”
“And get sucked right back out,” Milo said.
Cody clicked his tongue. “You the scientist now?”
“You don’t need a degree to realize that if you blow a hole in a space ship it ain’t good,” Milo replied.
“All Syndicate ships have double hulls for pressurization purposes.”
“You’re certain?” Giovanni asked.
“As much as I can be,” Cody said, nodding. “We blow a hole in the first hull with a small explosive at or around the reactor room. If we did it that way, any explosion would likely go unnoticed. I can’t guarantee that it won’t set off alarms, but there’s a good chance it would be masked by the reactor’s normal operations.”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa. You want us to detonate an explosive near … a nuclear fucking reactor?” Renner said.
“You got something better in mind?” Cody asked.
Renner opened his mouth, but didn’t respond and so Cody continued, “Once inside the ship, the team can hopefully fight its way through to that.”
He pointed to a section at the bottom of the ship.
“What’s there?” Quinn asked.
“The Holy of Holies,” Cody said. “It’s an area directly below the bridge. That’s where the mechanism that controls time travel is likely housed.”
“And you know how to use it?” Quinn asked.
“Do you think I’d be going along if I didn’t?” Cody replied.
“Too goddamn much of this is theoretical,” Hayden exclaimed, shaking his head. “I want to know the cold, hard truth here.”
Cody powered the screens down and looked at Hayden. “The truth is I don’t know about any of this. I mean I have theories, my time on the command ship, and some pretty strong assumptions, but at the end of the day, most of it’s just … conjecture.”
“That’s a fancy word for ‘guess,’” Hayden stated.
Cody nodded.
After a moment, Hayden, added, “Yeah, well, in my experience, people die when you guess.”
“And we could all die up there,” Cody replied, pursing his lips. “I can’t make any promises, but I believe we can make this work.”
“And once we get inside?” Milo asked. “What are we looking at?”
“What would you leave behind to guard a time machine?” Cody asked.
“A small army,” Milo said.
Cody nodded and smiled. “I think that’s about right.”

DUSK FOUND Quinn at the base’s outbuilding that concealed the glider. She was hauling several sets of Syndicate armor into the craft along with rifles and other gear, readying for the trip to the time ship. Snatching up several racks of ammunition, she moved toward the glider when someone called out, “Need any help?” Quinn looked back to see Cody.
“It’s probably better if I do this alone,” she said.
“How come?”
She stopped and stared at him, but didn’t respond.
“You’ve been through a lot, Quinn.”
“Thanks for the news flash.”
“Do you want to talk about it?”
“What good would that do?”
“Some people find it helps them to process things if they discuss it with another human being.”
“I’m not one of those people. No offense.”
“None taken.”
She continued on toward the glider and Cody watched her go, then called out, “Do you think we’ve been here before?”
Quinn stopped, her back to him. She dropped what she was carrying and slowly turned. Cody summoned a smile. “Some of the others asked me that, y’know on account of what was under that frozen lake and all. I think they’re a little uneasy. They asked whether we’ve gone this way before and how it ended.”
“And what did tell them?” Quinn asked.
Cody’s eyes strayed to the ground. His smile slipped away. “I can’t believe this moment, what we’re doing here, has ever happened exactly like this before.”
“How can you be so sure?”
He looked up. “Because I would’ve remembered how beautiful you look right now.”
Quinn fought to suppress a blush. “Yeah, well, maybe none of this is real. Maybe none of us are who we seem to be. Like me, for instance. Maybe I’m just a figment of your imagination. A ghost.”
“Then it’s like that old song, huh? ‘I don’t know what I’m supposed to do, haunted by the ghost of you.’”
Quinn didn’t recognize the song.
Cody approached and said, “I think the fact that we’re having this conversation means we win. That ultimately we will find the time ship and set things right.”
“You’re a man of science, doctor,” she whispered. “What evidence do you have that that’s true?”
He shook his head. “None. But sometimes you have to have a little faith.”
She leaned into him and they stood in silence, holding each other. Quinn kissed him on the cheek and whispered, “Whatever happens, don’t forget me.” The moon broke overhead as Quinn leaned her head against Cody’s shoulder.

GIOVANNI STEPPED OUTSIDE for some fresh air, not at all surprised to see Luke standing there, staring out into space. It reminded him of the first night so long ago, the night they had met.
Now here they were, about to try and change it all. They both new that this was necessary, that their journey could end in success, or royally fuck up any chance the two would have ever had at being happy.
“It’s really happening, huh?” Luke said, finally noticing him there.
Giovanni nodded, then walked over and took his hand. “If we get separated, or you get sent back to see me as a child, I don’t know…just… Just remember this moment, okay?”
“There are a lot of moments I’ll remember,” Luke replied with a sly smile.
Giovanni chuckled. “Do you think we really have a shot at this?”
“I think that, if anyone has a shot at bringing down the Syndicate, it’s us. And yes, I think we’re going to fucking do it.”
“Are you saying that because you believe it, or because you know I think confidence is sexy as hell?”
“Both,” Luke replied, squeezing his hand.
“I’ll take it,” Giovanni replied, stepping in close and resting his head on Luke’s shoulder, joining him in staring at the stars.
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Q uinn led everyone onto the glider in the blue light of pre-dawn. There was no grand sendoff, no gestures of goodwill by the other resistance fighters, except for Dan, who came out to wish them well. He offered to help on the mission to the time ship, but Quinn, not being entirely certain where his loyalties lay, declined.
The others remained back down in the silo, weary and tired of fighting, ready and willing to take a knee. Quinn couldn’t blame them. She only prayed that they’d be successful in taking over the time ship before the Syndicate decided to take out the base.
Everyone entered the glider and shrugged on their armor and helmets, just like old times. Weapons were loaded and gear stacked and packed as Cody and Hayden throttled the glider’s engines, readying for one final adventure. The glider rocketed up into the sky, Cody using the onboard navigation system to plot the fastest possible approach to Saturn, which involved harnessing the propulsive force of the parallax engines along with the several nifty gravitational assists.
By flying in close to several larger planetary bodies while simultaneously firing the glider’s engines, the glider would harness orbital momentum to slingshot itself toward Saturn, cutting the flight time down significantly. Cody said that in the past, spacecraft typically reached Saturn in two years or less, but that using the glider and the gravitational assist, they hoped to reach it in a dozen hours. God willing.
Quinn eased on her helmet and strapped herself into her launch bay, studying a projected schematic of the time ship. Since the last temporal totem contained only the rough dimensions of the vessel, Cody had done his best to guestimate what the interior might look like. Quinn noted that the ship appeared to have three levels along with myriad compartments.
“Goddamn time ship looks like Noah’s friggin’ ark,” Renner muttered through the communications link, as if reading Quinn’s mind.
“If it is, what’s it holding?” Milo shot back.
Nobody answered and Quinn turned toward the bridge.
“What happens when we get inside, Cody?”
“We find the time travel mechanism,” he replied.
“Then what?”
“Then comes the unknown,” he said.
“Not what I was hoping to hear,” Giovanni said.
“Anyone heard of the ‘Many Worlds’ theory of quantum mechanics?” Cody asked.
Everyone shook their heads and he continued, “So basically, it’s a hypothesis that says there are an infinite number of universes. And everything that could have possibly happened in one’s past could have occurred in another universe or universes.”
“What the fuck does that even mean?” Renner asked.
“That there are an endless number of possible loops, universes, when you go back in time. Just pray that we’re able to access the right one.”
Silence flooded the ship and Quinn turned to examine the map Cody had created that would guide them if and when they breached the ship. She then turned as the order of battle filtered down through the helmet’s heads up display. If all went as planned, the assault team would hide in the shadow of Saturn’s rings and wait for the Syndicate ship to appear at the appointed time.
They would then launch themselves from the glider using ratlines, electromagnetic cables, and find a way to infiltrate the massive alien craft near its engine compartment. Renner had brought along a few bricks of military-grade explosives in order to breach the ship, but there was still no concrete intel on what they might find once they entered the ship. Quinn had visions of labyrinthine corridors filled with Syndicate soldiers or Reaper drones, but nobody knew and that was what scared everyone the most. The uncertainty of the whole operation.
Renner, as he was wont to do, found a way to power up some old tunes and Quinn laid back, listening to the sound of “Ma Vlast,” a piece of classical music by the Czech composer Smetana that Renner said was about missing one’s homeland. That seemed entirely appropriate to Quinn, who powered through the images on her HUD, eventually landing on a series of cities in different parts of the world.
At that moment, it dawned on her that the only times in her life that she’d ever visited other counties was when she’d been sent there to kill people. That didn’t seem right and, as the music reached a crescendo, Quinn found herself lost in the HUD.
She had the POV of a great bird of prey, swooping down through the skies, following the courses of ancient rivers, traveling cobblestoned backstreets and forgotten thoroughfares of cities in Europe and Asia. Everything else melted away, the invasion, Samantha, the upcoming operation, and soon Quinn was sleeping soundly for the first time in a very long time.

QUINN WOKE WITH A START.
A blitzkrieg of static screeched from the HUD.
She jolted awake and looked around. The others were rousing awake. She worked to kill the static on her HUD.
“Sorry about that,” Cody said over the helmet’s communications link.
“Where are we?” Quinn asked.
“Close,” Cody whispered. “Very close.”
Quinn exited her launch bay, Milo, Renner, and the others behind her. They peered over the shoulders of Hayden and Cody, staring out at the icy aggregate, a whirlwind of icy particles that formed the “solid” portions of Saturn’s rings. The elongated clumps were continually forming and dispersing in a haze, obscuring visibility. Beyond that, they could see the outline of a large moon, orbiting Saturn.
“Beautiful isn’t it?” Cody said. “It’s Titan, Saturn’s largest moon. It’s almost a billion miles from the sun so on a warm day it’s two-hundred and ninety degrees below Fahrenheit.”
“Remind me to bring my jacket,” Renner quipped.
“We aren’t going there,” Cody said, gesturing to a section of space out beyond Titan. “We’re going there.”
“How long?” Quinn asked.
“Seven minutes,” Cody replied.
“Not five or seven, huh?” Renner asked. “The ship is gonna appear in precisely seven minutes?”
“Count it,” Cody said.
Renner glanced at Quinn. “Man says that as if he’s done this before.”
“I hope not,” Quinn replied. “If that’s true, it means we’ve already failed.”
Nobody replied to that, everyone just continuing to watch and see what developed. The minutes ticked by and Renner began drumming his fingers on the flight console, irritating the hell out of Hayden who swatted him away.
“Let me be the first to ask: what happens if this thing’s a bust?” Milo asked.
Quinn shook her head. “Ever the optimist.”
Milo shrugged. “I’m just saying…”
“Then we high-tail back to home if possible,” Giovanni said.
“Do we even have a home anymore?” Mackie replied. “We’re out at Shiloh.”
“So then we make our own goddamn home,” Hayden said. “We’re a family aren’t we? Home is wherever I’m with you crazy bastards.”
The others laughed, but Cody shook his head.
“There’s no way home,” he said softly. “We’re all going onto the time ship. We either win or we stay up here forever. There’s no going back.”
Before anyone could respond, there was a flash of light out through the haze. The glider’s console began blinking, detection mechanisms sounding as a shadow appeared out on the horizon, the massive structure of a ship easing through the murkiness of space like a whale through the water.
“My God,” Quinn muttered. “Look at that thing.”
The ship continued to grow and then Cody slotted the glider’s controls.
“We need to get fierce,” Hayden said. “Take up positions in your launch bays. You know the drill. We’re gonna shadow that big bastard and fire out our lampreys, the ratlines, then we’re gonna ride ‘em on down and find a way in.”
Quinn and the others strapped themselves into their launch bays as the glider bucked and heaved, powering through icy debris of Saturn’s rings, corkscrewing toward the time ship. Quinn secured her rifle and an ample supply of ammunition and waited. Red lights overhead blinked and Quinn listened to the pneumatic hiss of the exteriors launchers as they jettisoned the glider’s electromagnetic cables at the time ship. There were a few seconds of terrible silence and then the red lights flashed green. It was time to go.
She looked up to see Cody moving toward her.
“What’s going to happen to the glider?” she asked.
“We’ve got it on automatic pilot. Headed directly towards Saturn.”
“If there’s anyone on the time ship, they’ll see it.”
“That’s the plan,” Cody replied.
Cody lurched into his bay as Quinn looked down. The bay under her opened and dropped straight down until she was bobbing underneath the glider. Even with her helmet’s visor, the exterior light was as bright as a bonfire. She could see the cables from the glider attached to the time ship and the others slowly pulling themselves across to it.
She followed them, swinging down across the cables, shocked at how the brightness of Saturn had blacked out the stars she was used to seeing. She felt Cody behind her, moving slowly down over the cable.
Everyone moved slowly, using the cartridges in their boots for jets of propulsion as they moved foot-by-foot toward the time ship. Quinn felt very small and insignificant against the vastness of space as she pulled herself forward, Renner singing an old song softly to himself over the comms link, “Let’s swim to the moon, let’s climb through the tide, penetrate the evening that the city sleeps to hide….”
“Stifle the shit,” Hayden snapped.
They continued to draw closer to the time ship. Even in her armor Quinn could feel the heat radiating from the craft’s massive engines. The others were already on the rear of the time ship, mere specs when juxtaposed against the immense bulk of the Syndicate vessel which was tiered like a wedding cake, charcoal in color, and crafted from an enormous amount of smooth, nearly featureless alien alloys that emitted a faint, iridescent light.
Quinn swung onto the decking of the time ship and crawled onto a platform of sorts where the others secured her to the hull with a clipped carbon fiber rope. Cody followed her onto the platform as she turned back to watch the electromagnetic cables detach from the glider. Everyone sat in stunned silence, watching the glider power off without them, flying toward Saturn. Nobody said a word, watching the vessel that had brought them so far become just a shadow as it vanished into the massive interior of Saturn.
“If this doesn’t work, we are righteously fucked,” Renner said.
They moved across the deck to what appeared to be an outer hatch that led into the time ship. Around the hatch was fastened a beautifully crafted bank vault-like door that should have required a hefty blast to break through. Quinn grabbed a handle on the door and pulled, but not surprisingly, it didn’t budge. All eyes were on Cody.
“Like I said before. Two hulls, two doors. What we see here is an exterior barrier, and on the inside is a second door for purposes of pressurization. We should be fine once we breach the exterior barrier.”
“So who’s got the key?” Eli asked.
“I do,” Renner replied, holding up a cube of explosive.
Everyone retreated to the far side of the door as Renner prepared the brick. Quinn watched him pin the explosive with detonation cord and what looked like specialized blasting caps and generally ready it to blow.
“It’s been nice knowing you guys,” Milo whispered.
“If the Syndicate really is manipulating things, then even this theoretically wouldn’t be the end of it,” Cody offered.
Milo turned to him. “So what are you saying?”
“Worst case scenario? We’ll see each other in re-runs.”
“BURNING!” Renner screamed.
Quinn looked back as an exceptionally small blast partially lifted the exterior door from its hinges. Everyone scrambled forward to see there was just enough space to slip inside. They all did, one-by-one, Renner staying behind to secure the door as best he could. “We’ve got oxygen, boys and girls,” Cody called out. He pointed up. “Gravity too.”
Quinn looked up at the ceiling, nearly fifteen feet tall. She could see something toiling in the semi-darkness. What looked like a series of massive wheels, gravity rings, slowly turning overhead.
“What’s the SITREP?” Hayden asked.
“All is quiet,” Quinn replied, checking her HUD which was showing a three-dimensional image of the interior of the ship. She scanned the path forward, the one that led to the area where the time travel mechanism was hopefully housed. There were no images, no echoes, no sign of anything else on the ship, which worried the hell out of her.
Striding forward, Quinn examined the interior of the time ship which was gloomy, thrumming ever so gently from what she surmised was the energy produced by the craft’s massive engines. There was a five-foot walkway that led to the second door, centered with a silver bar that contained a blue liquid. The liquid sloshed slowly back and forth. Quinn powered up her map which projected a pathway through the ship, beginning just on the other side of the door. All they had to do was get past it.
“The hell is that thing?” Hayden asked, gesturing at the silver bar.
Renner raised his rifle. “Let’s find out.”
“No!” Cody shouted. “You do that inside the inner hull and you might set off a chain reaction, depressurize the whole ship.”
“Is that a bad thing?” Renner asked.
“Only if you want to live,” he replied.
Quinn watched Cody brush past Renner and stare at the silver bar. Then he tapped on the side of his helmet so the smoked portion of his visor pulled back to reveal his face. There were audible gasps when the blue liquid coalesced into a gel that beamed a band of white light over Cody’s eyes. Quinn nearly screamed, but then there came the sound of unseen motors and pistons snapping to life and—
WHUNK!
The door opened to reveal … darkness upon darkness.
The inner section of the time ship as black as a coffin.
“Hope somebody brought a flashlight,” Mackie said in a sing-songy voice.
Eli whipped out his old cigarette lighter, which brought a few chuckles. Quinn wasn’t having any of the levity, however. “Cody, stop where you are,” she said.
He did, looking back at her.
“What just happened with the door?” she asked.
He shrugged. “My biometrics were scanned when I was taken up. That was the only way to give me universal access to the command and other ships. I guess they just never changed it.”
“How did you know to do that?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “I saw a problem and I helped us overcome it.”
“Good enough for me,” Hayden replied, moving past Cody.
Quinn hesitated, wanting to ask more, but there was no time. Renner, Eli, and the others were already on the move, filtering through the open door. Quinn stood there, staring at the open door, its smooth alien alloyed exterior reflecting the light at an odd angle. Quinn saw her own reflection and it was distorted, almost like one of those old funhouse mirrors. She swallowed hard, wondering what was waiting for them on the other side.

QUINN WAS SOON at the rear as the group moved down a walkway into the time ship. The map on her HUD flickered and she noted that they had several hundred yards to go before they reached their target. Some of the others removed their helmets, but Quinn kept hers on for the moment. She was fighting to get the very best understanding of her surroundings, including the ceiling, nearly fifteen feet overhead, and the walls, which were eight feet away on either side. The decking underfoot was made of a black alloy, the grating spaced so far apart that Quinn was able to discern the next level of the ship, directly below.
“We’re ten minutes away from the target,” Cody said.
“How come there aren’t any alarms going off?” Mackie asked.
“Is this ship even manned?” Milo asked.
“Don’t jinx it,” Hayden said. “Now that we consider you an honorary Marine, you gotta expect the worse. It’s better if you stay bitter.”
Milo laughed. “True that.”
“That should be our new motto,” Renner said. “It’s better if you stay bitter.”
The others laughed as they continued stalking through the corridors, rifles at the ready.They turned another corner. Still nothing.
“Okay, serious, how come we ain’t been spotted yet?” Eli added.
“Who says that we haven’t?” Milo replied. “You’re assuming whatever alarms the ship has are audible.”
“Yeah. Maybe whatever they got is like a dog whistle,” Renner offered. “Maybe you can only hear it if you’re a scud.”
They continued on, the walkway leading to a central corridor that was lit sporadically by tiny lights that were buried behind the walls.
“How much farther, Cody?” Giovanni asked.
“We need to keep going deeper,” he responded. “Eventually we’re going to find what we’re looking for.”
“Hey, that’s the same thing my last girlfriend used to always say!” Renner shouted back.
The joke fell flat and it was at that moment that Quinn heard a sound, almost like a hushed voice echoing from behind. She froze and looked back over her shoulder. There was a wall six feet away from her. A wall that couldn’t possibly have been there before.
“Guys,” she said softly, then, louder, “GUYS!”
She crabbed back and bumped into Giovanni who, helmetless, was staring openmouthed at the wall.
“Where the fuck did that come from?!” he asked.
Quinn didn’t answer immediately. She was too busy watching the wall seemingly move forward a few millimeters at a time. “It can reconfigure itself,” she said softly. “The ship. It’s like some kind of massive puzzle box.”
“Cody, what the hell’s going on?!” Giovanni shouted.
“I have no idea,” he replied.
“Then we need to double-time it!” Hayden shouted.
Giovanni grabbed Quinn and pulled her back when he caught sight of something underneath them. What looked like multiple pairs of yellow eyes. Glowing down in the darkness like fires at the bottom of a cave. Quinn blinked and when she looked back, whatever was there was gone.
Controlled chaos.
That’s how Quinn would’ve described the group’s continued infiltration into the time ship. Cody and Hayden were on point, combat-running following the curves of the corridor as it serpentined into the belly of the ship.
Quinn was at the back, watching the walls literally closing in behind them. She noticed that there were nearly imperceptible grooves on the floor decking, slots that might allow the walls to slowly shift. And the walls had begun shifting up ahead. Turning back, she could see dead endings where before had been openings which forced the group off their desired path forward.
“We gotta improvise, people!” Hayden said.
They did, following a new route that twisted off to the left, doglegging around to the inner chamber that they hoped to eventually reach. They continued on the new course and then Quinn’s HUD began lighting up, pinging sounds echoing. Milo called it before she did. “We’ve got echoes!” he shouted. “Lots and lots of echoes!”
They stopped, some seventy-yards away from a corridor that would lead to the bridge and the area directly under the bridge that held the time travel mechanism. The areas in front of them appeared to be alive with movement. Huddling in the middle of the corridor, they readied their weapons. Quinn scanned her HUD map and saw that the corridor rounded a nearby bend and then spooled into an open space.
She realized that they’d been forced into this location. The shifting walls had pushed them off their original path had brought them here to this open space. A perfect place to be ambushed. This had all been by design. The Syndicate had been manipulating things as soon they breached the second door.
“We got no choice,” Hayden said. “We got nowhere else to go and a shitload of crows waiting for us up ahead. It’s just like we’d do if we were playing football: we hit the hole hard and we keep hitting it until we reach the destination.”
The others who’d removed their helmets, slid them back on, everyone double-checking the maps on their HUDs, watching the open space fill with small orange dots, what were likely the waiting aliens. Quinn saw a flash in the murk and looked up. What appeared to be a moth was flapping its wings, flying down through the air over their heads.
She held out her hand and the moth drifted down and landed on her fingers.
It was a beautiful little thing with delicate jade wings and a velvety thorax the color of spun gold.
It was also a fucking drone.
Quinn could tell that by the tiny rockets that were fitted under the delicate goddamn wings.
“DRONE!” she screamed.
WHAP! WHAP!
The drone fired rockets that bounced off Quinn’s helmet. The impact wasn’t enough to breach the helmet, but it did knock Quinn to the ground. Enraged, she stood and used the end of her gun to dash the drone to pieces when it tried to fly away.
“That’s it,” Quinn said, hitching up her gun. “I’m fucking pissed now.”
She marched past the others and dropped to her haunches next to Cody and Hayden. She snapped the firing bolt back on her rifle and traded looks with them. “Let’s go.”
Quinn was the first one out, swinging through the end of the corridor into the open space which was cavernous and contained. With its black walls and ceiling, Quinn thought it looked, for a moment, like some kind of open air cathedral or a deserted sporting arena. But then her eyes adjusted to the murk and she saw the ceilings located some thirty-feet above, were studded with slowly-spinning turbines.
The walls, barely visible on any side, were slabbed with clear metal baffles that appeared to contain the same kind of gel that she’d seen back on the command ship at the shooting ranges. It was the perfect place for an ambush, she thought. Someone could fight a contained, pitched battle here, and not worry about destroying the rest of the ship. This was the reason they’d been forced here.
She combat-ran to the left and dropped behind a stack of machine parts. Waiting for the others to follow, she peered up and saw that the space was strewn with what looked like industrial generators and parts from Syndicate machines and worker drones. The others dropped to the ground beside her.
Quinn squinted and saw what appeared to be rows of Syndicate soldiers, massed twenty yards away, hiding in between packs of small battle drones. Quinn checked her HUD, scanning the orange dots. She lost count at sixty bad guys and there was at least three times that number waiting for them. Casting a look back, she noticed that the corridor they’d just run down was no longer visible, the walls having reordered themselves. They were trapped.
“Okay, so we’re a little outnumbered here,” Cody whispered.
Quinn gaped at him. “Ya think?”
“How come they haven’t fired?” Mackie asked.
“Because they’re waiting for the walls to close in,” a voice said.
Quinn froze.
She scanned the area all around them.
Milo angled his rifle. “Who the fuck said that?!”
“Me,” the voice said. “Look down.”
Quinn did and saw something through the grated decking underfoot.
A pair of eyes.
A face.
What looked like a sweat-slicked human female in her twenties.
Quinn removed her helmet.
The woman under the grating blinked, smiled wearily.
“I had a feeling you weren’t a bug,” the woman said. “I mean, the bugs aren’t all that smart, but even they’re not stupid enough to talk out in the open like that. No offense.”
Quinn glared at the woman.
“That a lady down there?” Eli asked crawling over.
“More a lady than you can handle,” the woman said.
“Why is there a woman down there?” Eli asked.
“There’s more than one of us,” another voice called out from down in the shadows.
“And we’re not all ladies,” still another voice said.
Quinn dropped to the ground and now she could see the area under the decking was honeycombed with … what? Rooms … cells? The woman under her seemed to read the look in Quinn’s eyes.
“Boo,” she said softly.
“Who the hell are you?” Quinn asked, scanning the woman’s features. She was Hispanic with dark hair, cunning eyes, and the wiry frame of a ballet dancer.
“Who’s asking?” the woman shot back.
“Quinn.”
“Kaylin Santiago,” the woman said. “How’d you get the armor, Quinn?”
“How’d you end up in this ship, Kaylin?”
“Kidnapped along with the others.” Kaylin pointed to two other figures in the cell—a dark-haired, muscular woman who looked like a mixed-martial arts fighter, and a fairly standard-issue white man. “The intimidating one is Sergeant Riot. The other is Nate.”
The man moved forward into the half-light and Quinn noted his eyes: the right one was brown, the left one was ghostly white. Her eyes swung down and she spotted a Marine tattoo on his arm. “Sergeant Nate Collins,” the man said, his head held high.
“Christ, you and the woman are Marines?” Quinn asked, incredulous, gesturing at Riot.
“Yes, ma’am,” Nate answered.
“We don’t have time to conduct a rescue operation, Quinn,” Milo said, nudging her.
“Those two are Marines,” Quinn replied.
“Yeah and besides, who said anything about being rescued?” Kaylin asked. “Just open the cage and we’ll help you fight our way off of this prison ship.”
Quinn glanced at the others.
“We’re running out of time,” Hayden growled. “Besides, we don’t leave anybody behind and the more the fucking merrier.”
Quinn turned again to the decking. “We’ve got no weapons or armor for you and you’ll likely die if I let you out.”
“‘Likely’ sounds better than ‘definitely,’” Kaylin said. “We don't mind facing death, as long as we get the chance to fight it.”
Quinn leaned down and traced the outline of a joint in the metal, a section of grating around which a massive lock hung. It appeared to be the only thing keeping Kaylin and the others in place. She angled her rifle down and shot the lock off.
The blast from her gun echoed off the walls, bringing immediate return fire from the Syndicate position.
“Now you’ve done it!” Milo shouted.
Against the staccato firing coming from the Syndicate soldiers, Kaylin, Riot, and Nate pushed a section of the grating open. Quinn eased a hand down and pulled Kaylin out and then she helped Riot and Nate up. Kaylin dropped to the ground next to Quinn. “Okay, so now would probably be a good time to tell you that there are others down in the cell,” Kaylin said.
Quinn looked down again. “But I only saw the three of you.”
“Did I forget to mention that the entire floor underneath us is one huge prison cell?”
Quinn nodded. “Yep, you failed to mention that.” She pointed down. “So, me opening the cell….”
“Means you just let all the others out,” said Kaylin.
“Are the others like you?”
“Sure, if by 'like us,' you mean prisoners,” Kaylin replied.
“Cos if you meant human like us, then absolutely not,” added Riot.
Quinn looked down a final time. She noticed things she hadn’t seen before, principally that the walls of the cell underneath were opening to reveal other cells and other doors, everything slowly being pushed open by arms and various alien appendages. Next she saw forms, some slithering, others standing, some small, others colossal in size … and finally she saw eyes … a shitload of hungry, alien eyes.
“Jesus God,” Quinn muttered to herself.
She glanced at Kaylin who smiled. “So we’re kinda about to be in the middle of an alien prison uprising.”
“I love it,” Renner said. “Perfect cover for our assault.”
Quinn watched him stand and fire out a grenade launcher, then charge forward. She cursed, grabbed her helmet and rolled out of her hiding place, firing her rifle as the aliens and whatever else were imprisoned under the decking emerged, screaming bloody murder.
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Absolute bedlam ensued as Quinn led everyone on a ragged charge across the room, dozens, possibly hundreds of alien prisoners stampeding behind them. She looked back only once and bit back a scream. For a moment she witnessed the mob of alien prisoners and they were a terrifying lot. Some were less than half the size of an average man, others twelve feet tall, some multi-limbed, others without any appendages at all.
She saw scaled beasts hidden under rows of spikes and others with what, on a human, would be their internal organs, on the outside of their skin. Most were darkly hued but a few were albino white, jarringly so when juxtaposed against the sooty blackness of the interior of the ship. They were flailing their arms and ripping pieces off anything in sight to use as crude weapons.
“Real smooth move letting those assholes out,” Milo said, diving to the ground next to Quinn.
“They’re on our side,” Kaylin said, belly-crawling over with Riot and Nate. “I mean every one of them except for Zer.”
“What the hell is a Zer?” Quinn asked.
“Zer’s the biggest of them all,” Riot said. “He’s a Monocacy.”
Nate nodded. “And he’s had it in for me ever since I kinda had sexual relations with this female alien.”
“You did?” asked Quinn.
“Well, replace ‘kinda’ with ‘repeatedly’ and ‘female alien’ with ‘his wife,” and you sorta get the picture,” Nate replied.
Nate pointed and Quinn watched an immense form with the muscled, lower body of a bear and the upper body of a squid, rise up in the distance.
“What in the holy hell is that?!” Quinn asked.
“That’s Zer,” Nate said.
Zer wrenched its head up and pointed directly at Nate. The monster opened its beaked mouth and shrieked like a sinner in hell. Nate tensed, looked to Riot who whispered, “I’m pretty sure he didn’t see you.”
Quinn shot a look at him. Then she glanced at Milo who shrugged. “We’re all gonna die some time,” he said. “I s’pose you could do worse than now.”
Grabbing her rifle, Quinn rose and fired at the Syndicate positions. She clambered forward, screaming, adrenaline surging as she weaved between the incoming Syndicate rounds which stitched the ground and wavered the air just over her head. One of the aliens chucked an illumination grenade that air burst fifteen feet out in front of her. Even with the protection of her helmet, the light was blinding, like liquid fire inside her eye sockets. She juked to the left and fell behind a giant turbine.
Her eyes recaged and she checked her weapon, listening to the screams of the aliens and the Syndicate soldiers. It was all chaos, the THUMP, THUMP, THUMP of heavy weapons and the shouts of Hayden and the others as they barked out orders, visibility dropping. On her HUD, she watched a pack of enemy soldiers moving into place and decided to risk everything by running right at them.
Spinning to her left, she charged forward, surprising four Syndicate soldiers and a battle drone the size of a washing machine.
Quinn stopped and planted her feet and vaulted over the battle drone.
WHAM!
She hit the ground a few feet beyond it and came up ready to deal out some death.
BRAT! BRAT! BRAT!
She hip-fired her gun, strafing the Syndicate soldiers.
Two dropped dead, a third was wounded, and the fourth was unharmed and bum-rushed her.
The big alien blitzed forward and before Quinn could fire again—
WHAM!
The bastard grabbed the end of her rifle and slammed it back into her chest, flipping her onto her back.
The rifle was wrenched from her hands as she slammed hard into the decking.
Pushing herself up, Quinn felt the soldier’s boot meet her midsection.
The armor absorbed much of the blow, but the impact propelled her five feet back through the air. She slammed into the decking again, watching the alien aim the rifle at her. Rounds from the gun ricocheted off the decking as she rolled left, then right, yelping as a bullet pinged off her helmet.
The alien stopped to reload and Quinn reached to her side and pulled around the only weapon she had left, a pistol. She jumped to her feet and began firing the pistol, running headlong at the soldier who dropped the rifle and began swinging a long, black blade.
Quinn hit the ground on her knees and slid under the blade as it took the top off her helmet.
She could see daylight where the helmet had been bisected.
Her hand instinctively reached to the top.
Somehow she was still in one piece.
The blade had missed her skull by a few millimeters.
Enraged, Quinn turned and jump-kicked the soldier. He dropped the blade and fell to one knee and Quinn emptied her pistol into him. The bullets thudded into the soldier’s armor, falling harmlessly to the ground, but the impact drove the alien back.
The pistol rolled over empty.
The alien soldier reached for his rifle, Quinn for the black blade.
The rifle came up, but Quinn was already swinging the blade like a baseball bat.
There was a flash of metal as Quinn’s blade sliced through the alien’s neck, lopping off his head in one clean stroke.
The soldier’s corpse fell one way, his head went another. Before she could fully process this, rounds from a gun wavered the air over Quinn’s head. She dropped to her knees and peripherally spotted the battle drone. Damn! She’d forgotten all about it!
The drone was motoring toward her, twin cannons bolted on either side of its frame spinning, laying down a wall of slugs. Quinn fell to the ground next to the headless alien soldier. She grabbed the alien’s body and used it as a shield, powering toward the drone as it continued to fire, its rounds tearing the alien’s corpse to pieces. Quinn tossed what was left of the alien at the drone and then daggered the blade and stabbed the drone through its CPU, silencing it forever.
Turning, Quinn searched for and found her rifle. She slung the rifle over one shoulder, holding the blade over her head, signaling to the others, screaming, “LET’S GO!”
None of the others immediately responded. For a moment, she just stood there, transfixed by the battle that raged all around her. She saw the others fighting, watched Hayden as he clutched a pistol in each hand. He gunned down two Syndicate soldiers before grabbing up a third, wrestling with the alien before breaking it like a twig over his mighty knees.
Giovanni, Mackie, and Eli were advancing together, their assault rifles glowing orange in the murkiness as a horde of alien prisoners followed closely behind them. Even Kaylin, Riot, and Nate, the prisoners she’d released, had picked up some of the crude weapons dropped by the dead. Now they were taking the fight to the aliens, stabbing and hacking at any Syndicate soldier in sight.
The Syndicate soldiers continued to attack, however, and Quinn watched the rounds from their guns tear into those newly released alien prisoners who were still unarmored. She saw spurts of red and yellow and white blood, heard the screams of the monsters even as many more of them sprung into the breach to attack their Syndicate enemies.
The alien prisoners did great violence to their ex-captors, tearing them apart, wrapping them up in their impossibly-long, tentacled limbs, or simply overwhelming them in a flourish of snapping jaws and razor-sharp claws. The inmates didn’t want to run the asylum, she thought. They wanted to tear the fucking place to the ground!
In seconds, it was impossible to determine who was friend and who was foe, the fighting was so intense.
Consulting what was left of her HUD, Quinn urged the others to regroup and follow her. She ran forward, guiding the way, hacking and slashing at anything foolish enough to try and stop her. She cleaved a startled Syndicate soldier in two, hacked off the legs of two more, and gut-stabbed a fourth before he could toss a grenade at her.
Kicking the dead alien back off the end of her blade, she spotted an archway near an adjacent wall. She was shocked, but relieved to find that they’d managed to fight to the other side of the room! Looking back one final time, Quinn signaled for the others to follow her. She darted forward down under the archway and into a passageway where she pressed herself against a wall, chest heaving, fighting to catch her breath. A glance back showed, remarkably, the figures of all the others appearing. They were, to a person, splotched with alien blood and gore, but very much alive, even Kaylin and Nate.
“Somehow, some way, we are all accounted for,” Milo said.
Quinn consulted her HUD and saw dozens of orange dots closing rapidly from up ahead, in the direction she hoped to go. She realized that the path forward and through the bridge was likely impossible now. There were simply too many Syndicate soldiers between them and the destination. They’d need an alternate route to the area where the time travel mechanism was.
“The scuds are sending in reinforcements,” Hayden said.
“I like close quarters as much as the next man,” Renner offered, pointing down the narrow passageway, “but this is too fucking close.”
“We need an alternative plan to get to the area near the bridge,” Quinn said. “They’ve got more aliens than we can kill.”
“What’s on the bridge?” Kaylin asked. “I mean … besides the bridge.”
“It’s what we came for,” Quinn said.
“You came all this way for a … bridge?”
“Do you have an alternate plan or not?” Quinn hissed.
Kaylin smiled and pointed up.
Quinn and the others looked up to see … nothing. Just more murkiness.
“Wow. Complete and utter blackness. Helluva plan, Kaylin,” Milo said.
“Look closer, dick.”
Quinn squinted then tapped her HUD to zoom up. Her gaze followed a metal ladder on the wall up higher and higher, and that’s when she saw it. Water droplets along what looked like a section of venting.
“I see venting,” Quinn said.
“No, you see a portion of venting,” Kaylin corrected her. “When I was first interrogated, I saw three entry and exit points for the vents. The entrance into the prison room for one. The engine room, but that’s too far away from the bridge. And an antechamber right below the bridge which is near where the bastards slapped me around. From what I could see, it was the most heavily guarded section of the ship. I figure that was for a reason.”
Recognition washed over Quinn. If Kaylin was right, the venting ductwork might be their only hope. They could use it to slip past the aliens and come up near the area where the time travel mechanism was housed. She double-checked the imagery on her HUD, able to trace a route through the venting that led to the area in question.
Milo held up a hand. “Um, guys. We’ve got a thousand pissed off aliens headed directly toward us in either direction. Let’s cut the chit-chat if at all possible.”
Kaylin traded looks with Quinn and pointed up again. “We either go that way or wait for him.”
She pointed to the other end of the passageway where Zer, the octopus-like alien monster was visible, screaming, pointing at Nate.
Quinn shot Nate a look. “What the hell did you do to that thing’s wife?!”
Nate shrugged as Kaylin jumped and grabbed hold of the metal ladder, pulling herself up. She was followed by Quinn and the others and within seconds, everyone was up and entering the venting ductwork near the ceiling.
The ductwork was large enough for a grown man to climb down and buffeted by gusts of a strong breeze every few seconds that reeked of ozone. Quinn overtook Kaylin, crawling forward as the ductwork jogged left, then right, then began dropping down. Her HUD was no longer functioning, but Quinn had memorized the path forward. They were only a hundred feet from a section that dipped under the bridge.
She smiled to herself. They’d done it. They’d fought their way through a Syndicate ambush and an alien prisoner uprising and lived to tell about it. The gods were definitely smiling on them. They were gonna do this. They would find the way back into the past and set everything right. Mommy’s coming, Sam, Quinn thought to herself. And she’s gonna change the future and kick some alien ass. Quinn planted a hand on the ductwork and the entire section of venting folded down.
Quinn blinked and then she found herself sliding forward.
“Shit!” she yelled.
Her hands sprung out, but there was nothing to hold onto, the ductwork was unbelievably smooth.
The air began rushing past as Quinn slid straight down, the others following directly behind her.
The ductwork was like a slide at a water park, zipping left, then right, following down over a hump that made Quinn’s stomach tighten in knots and then all was dark and without form and Quinn felt that the end was near as—
WHAM!
She smashed feet-first through a section of grating and went flying through the air into the inky nothingness of what she assumed was the bottom of the time ship.
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Q uinn screamed as she fell through the air, the darkness giving way to ambient light and a pool of azure water that she crashed down into. Frigid water plunged in around Quinn as she hit the bottom pushed herself up again. She came up, throwing aside her helmet and taking a deep breath. Bobbing, she watched the others catapulted out of the end of the ductwork, everyone falling in what seemed like slow-motion before they hit the water.
Quinn glanced around and noted that they were in what looked like a vast immersion tank of some kind, a circular space the size of a medium pool constructed of what looked like glass. The tank was situated in an expansive hall that was dimly lit at the outer edges by what Quinn thought looked like electronic votives of some kind.
Grabbing the edge of the tank, Quinn pulled herself up and onto a promenade of silver alloy that seemed to be at the very center of the room. The others followed, nobody uttering a word. Quinn strolled down the promenade, which allowed her to see the entirety of the cavern they found themselves in.
The promenade rose over what looked like the end result of an engineer’s fever dream, the entire floor underneath covered with parts pried from some vast, disassembled machine. The parts were bronze in color and lay silently, one aside another, as if waiting for their maker to return and slot them back together. She could see now that tubing ran from the immersion tank, slithering between the pieces. A cooling mechanism she thought to herself.
A terrible thought hit her and her resolve began to ebb. Whatever machine might have once existed, was apparently now inoperable. Had they come this entire way for nothing?
“What is this place?” Giovanni asked.
Quinn looked back. “This is what we came for. This is the machine that controls everything.”
“What kind of machine?” Kaylin asked.
“None of your business,” Milo replied.
Kaylin wheeled on him. “I’m the one that got us here, pal, so how ‘bout a little respect.”
Quinn held up a hand for silence. “It’s a time machine.”
Riot whistled, examining the dormant machinery. “Looks like a broke ass time machine to me.”
Kaylin looked at Quinn. “That’s why you came isn’t it? That’s why you’re here? To go back into the past, before the invasion occurred.”
Quinn nodded.
“Let us come with you,” Kaylin continued. “Let us help.”
“Frankly, I don’t think you’ve got a choice anymore,” Quinn replied.
Howls echoed from somewhere overhead and seemingly all around. Quinn flinched. She realized they didn’t have much time. Her eyes found Cody. “What do we do?”
Without responding, Cody moved forward and Quinn saw something flicker in his eyes. A light that, for a moment, did not seem entirely human. Cody breezed past her and his footfalls caused something to jut up at the end of the promenade, a raised dais that resembled a sacrificial altar. Atop the dais was a featureless silver tablet.
Cody pressed his hand to the tablet and everyone started talking all at once behind Quinn, whispering, murmuring, wondering what he was doing. The tablet hummed to life and Cody began tapping and accessing windows and that’s when Quinn saw them out of the corners of her eyes.
Green orbs began appearing in the air like holograms.
The orbs commenced circling the room and the air filled with the perfume of what smelled like freshly-cut flowers.
Cody’s hands were a blur, he was engaging the tablet so rapidly.
Lights were flashing, the orbs blinking and now—
WHUNK!
The entire room trembled and a low rumble began to build.
The walls fell away to reveal one continuous wall of transparent alien alloy that afforded a dazzling view of outer space—
WHUNK! WHUNK!
The ground shook and Quinn looked down to see the pieces of machinery self-animate, seemingly coming alive and locking together.
And now she could see it from her vantage point. The pieces had snapped together to form the shape of the Syndicate symbol, the snake devouring its own tail.
The machinery began pumping and electricity filled the room, causing the hairs on the back of Quinn’s head to stand at attention.
“CODY! WHAT ARE YOU DOING!”
Cody turned and there was an expression of absolute wonder on his face.
“We are the machine!” he shouted deliriously. “Can’t you see?! We are the machine!”
The machine under the promenade fully engaged, interlocking mechanisms slamming together like pistons as the air became super-charged, a vibration slicing through it like some galactic tuning fork that had just been plucked.
Through the faraway wall Quinn could see that the time ship was picking up speed. The vessel’s engines were on overdrive, the entire ship flashing through an incredibly beautiful nebula.
What appeared to be lightning flashed overhead and Quinn suddenly was able to see through her hand, which appeared to be dematerializing. She wiggled her fingers in front of her face and they appeared to be made of space dust. Hayden shambled up next to her. His face appeared distorted, as if he was merely a hologram beamed back from some point in the future.
“This isn’t the end, Gunny,” she whispered. “It’s only the beginning.”
Time and sound slowed and the ground vanished under Quinn’s feet.
The frame of the time ship disintegrated like a dandelion head blown by the wind. She rode a burst of pure energy down into deep space, rollercoastering into the blackness. Somehow she’d regained her helmet, which was now fully intact and on her head, her body still protected by the Syndicate armor. Her stomach lurched as she headed straight down, skysurfing past at an incredible rate in a manner not unlike a skier sluicing down over the edge of a cliff.
Quinn’s mouth pulled back in a silent shriek and tears stabbed at her eyes as the murkiness whipped past. She was assaulted by black stars, blue vortexes, all the secrets of the universe seeming to reveal themselves at once. She bombed down into the nothingness, her field of vision compressing into a tiny, obsidian bead, and then there was a wave of angelic light and a final image appeared, Samantha, rising up, beckoning her, as beautiful as a daydream. Quinn reached for Samantha and the light wrapped around her, suffusing everything with warmth. And then the light vanished and she was falling again.
Straight down.
Plunging into the darkest space she’d ever seen before.
A hole in the universe.
Quinn continued to fall for what seemed like an eternity and then she came to a rest in the outer darkness. Her breath fogged the interior of her helmet. Even in the armor she could feel the bitter cold. She was lying in a never-ending sweep of ice and snow. She elbowed herself up and looked into the sky and what she saw next caused her jaw to unhinge.
In the heavens was a faint sliver of light surrounded by a profound, starless patch of blackness and then something … some things began falling to the ground. What looked like panes of glass were raining down all around her, shattering, smashing as she covered her head, and waited, then looked back up. The sky … was literally falling. Innately, she knew she was back on Earth, but she had no idea whether she’d gone forward or back in time. Regardless, something was very fucking wrong. She collapsed into the snow and screamed, but there was nobody around to hear her. Then she turned over on her side, lying in the blackness, feeling a strange warmth come over her. She realized she was likely suffering from hypothermia, but the sensation, the gentle heat was intoxicating.
Her head rested against a pillow of ice and snow and her eyes slowly began to close as she remembered something. Words. A poem somebody had once read to her. Something about the woods and the snow being lovely, dark, and deep, and miles to go before one sleeps. She’d kept her promises, hadn’t she? She’d done what she’d said she’d do. She’d kept her promises and now she’d earned her sleep. She smiled and closed her eyes and the darkness swallowed her whole.
The End
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I’m taking a few liberties with the quote, but Aldous Huxley once said the person who goes through the door in the wall is never quite the same as the one who comes back out.   That’s precisely what our characters are about to experience at the end of Book 4, which was a true labor of love as I worked to overcome a nasty bout of strep throat and a very sick three year old! Eventually, everyone healed and I was able to get a first draft finished that begins to tie up some of the loose ends. It’s clear by the end of Book 4 that everything that happened before, has led up to this moment. Quinn and the others have fought the aliens and struggled to put the pieces together as to why they continue to experience a sensation like déjà vu on steroids, the feeling that they’ve run the same gauntlet over and over again.  But now they’ve obtained the coordinates for the Syndicate’s time ship and are hell-bent on using it to go back in time and possibly thwart the alien invasion before it ever happened.  Quinn in particular has a strong motivation to right the wrongs of the past in light of Samantha’s disappearance after the attack on the floating alien bases.  The question is, what will happen if they’re able to slip back in time?  Where will they go? What will they experience? And how will that help them to defeat the Syndicate?  All of these questions will be answered throughout Book 5 which explores the adventures of Quinn and the other characters during their individual loops back in time.  Everything will be tied together at the end the series, but we thought it would be really cool to see exactly what our characters experience in Book 5 by bringing aboard some other fantastic authors and their unique perspective on the world we’ve developed.  We’re all really excited to see how the different visions come together at the end of Book 5 and then tie everything together in Book 6 which happens six years after the events in Book 4. We’re busy hammering away at Books 5 and 6 and really think you’re going to be amazed at some of the final reveals in Book 6. Stay tuned!
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Time travel is a tricky beast to wrangle, especially in a fiction story. We did a great deal of research and consulted a friend who works in the space exploration field, thus allowing us to test our vision and theories against the knowledge of others until we found what worked best for our story. One thing we were able to incorporate was that different forms of time travel are not only possible within a single story, but likely. For example, we now know that the temporal totems were echoes from someone in the future sending back messages to change the past by bouncing a loud enough noise off the edge of the Universe. And the motivations of the future senders of those messages will be revealed quite soon! Second, to move a spaceship back or forward in time, we essentially needed a means to move something through space by defeating gravity and not lose the characters’ memories of what had happened to them, or they would keep repeating the same mistakes. The most plausible way to pull that off is to accelerate particles at faster than the speed of light, similar to how the Large Hadron Collider works. Thus, was born the temporal ship. Instead of a fifty mile wide space science station, however, we built a temporal ship that could create a similar effect in the openness of space and then have the ship travel through the portal as a protective vessel for its passengers. Lastly, we’re about to introduce a third form of time travel in book five that is going to add a twist to what we think we know.
Thank you for joining us on this exciting journey, and I hope you’re having as much fun experiencing the story as we are!
Would love to hear more of your thoughts. I’m at http://twitter.com/bookrumors
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What can I say about this journey? It’s been a fun one! Podium is making the first three books into Audiobooks (maybe the rest? Let’s hope!), and we have this exciting BOOK 5 ANTHOLOGY coming your way. Basically, the way its going to work is it is book 5, in that you’ve seen the group move into the time ship here, so book 5 goes into their time travel experience. George, Kyle, and I will each have short story following a character, and we have some other authors following the story of other characters you’ve seen here.
And did we tell you what happens next? Well, there will of course be a book 6, but then there will also be spinoffs about these characters.
So yeah, I’m very excited about that, and we got a great author to do the foreword—but you’ll have to wait to learn about that and who these spinoff authors are.
Anticipation!
So yes, stay tuned and we’ll keep bringing you the books. Please consider leaving a review. Let us know what you think, and join our Facebook group. Thanks!
https://www.facebook.com/SyndicateWarsBooks/?ref=bookmarks
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