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LIKE MOTHER, LIKE DAUGHTER
Samantha crept like a thief through a forgotten munitions warehouse, one of eighteen outer buildings (including several launch control support buildings), that ringed Shiloh, the former Francis E. Warren Air Force base.
She moved forward, a battered AK-47 in her hands as she removed a fresh magazine from her tactical vest and gently placed it into the gun’s mag-well before rocking it rearward. The weapon’s ammunition latch clicked and Samantha nodded to herself. The magazine had been seated properly, so she flipped off the gun’s safety. She was surrounded by a dozen Syndicate soldiers who were outside, readying to spring an ambush. She’d been foolish enough to venture beyond the watch of her mother, Quinn, and a small group of aliens, a hit squad of some kind she reckoned, had found her.
It was only a matter of time before they kicked down the doors to the warehouse, but she wouldn’t go quietly. She had thirty little friends who’d be willing to greet them if they did, she thought, running her fingers down the edge of the gun’s magazine.
Her tiny frame pressed against a wall, Samantha sucked in a few breaths, then counted several Mississippis. She kept the stock of the AK-47 up near her shoulder and the muzzle depressed, locked and loaded, ready to surge forward through a faraway door and open up on the aliens.
Taking to her heels, Samantha darted across the expansive warehouse. There were sounds on the other side of the door and she kicked it open, bursting outside, expecting hell and bringing her gun up and around in a sweeping motion.
BRAT! BRAT! BRAT!
She fired a burst from her gun, the recoil thrumming her shoulder as she obliterated a Syndicate soldier, blasting his battle helmet to pieces. The other aliens wheeled on her, surprised that such a small creature could be so ferocious. Before the invaders knew what had happened, Samantha was upon them. She swiveled at the hips, the gun bouncing against her shoulder, blasting through the remaining rounds in an instant. The enemy fell before her, the ground stained with the red and yellow fluids that poured from their stricken bodies in great abundance.
Samantha lowered her gun to the sound of somebody clapping.
Blinking, she looked down to see that the Syndicate soldiers were actually a collection of old engines and electronic equipment that she’d set atop a pair of plastic saw-horses. And the Syndicate battle helmet was little more than an aged computer monitor. Looking over her shoulder, she spotted Quinn moving toward her.
Quinn took the still-smoking gun from Samantha and studied it. “So how long has this been a thing?”
Samantha traded a long look with her mother. “Ever since the beetles started trying to kill me.”
Quinn looked up from the gun. “The what?”
“It’s a nickname on account of the aliens looking like bugs and all. Some of my friends came up with it.”
“Friends?”
Samantha held her mother’s gaze. “Yep. I’ve moved on from enemies and allies. I’ve got some real, live, actual friends now.”
Quinn popped out the spent magazine on the AK-47 and pocketed it. “You mean like the older guy back there?”
Samantha nodded. “Eli’s a righteous dude. He risked his life to help me. He was there when I needed him,” she continued, a little heat in her voice.
Quinn held up the gun and peered down over its barrel at the electronic parts that Samantha had just blown to bits. “Do you know what the hardest thing in the world is?”
“Taking down one of those mechanized drones has got to be right up at the top of the list,” Samantha replied.
Quinn lowered the gun and peered into Samantha’s pale blue eyes. “Being a parent takes the cake, kiddo, because you’ve only got one job to do, but it’s the most important one there is: keep your child safe at all costs. That’s it, and God help you if you do like I did…”
Quinn trailed off. She lowered the gun and knelt before her daughter. “I’m sorry, Sam. You took off before I could say anything in the silo, but I’m sorry for letting you down. I should never have left.”
Samantha took back the gun and waved a hand. “That was a long time ago, mom.”
“Four months! Besides, you’re twelve! You don’t have any long time agos!”
Samantha removed another magazine from her tactical vest and expertly slipped it into the receiver and readied the AK-47 to fire. “You don’t have to apologize. I mean, you did what you did to prepare me.”
“For what?” Quinn asked. “Years of therapy?”
“For the day when you’re no longer here.”
“That’s awfully dark.”
“Maybe a bit on the morbid side,” Samantha replied.
“I’m pretty sure it’s against the law to be morbid at your age.”
“The world we live in, mom,” Samantha said, with a shrug.
Quinn sighed. Mother and daughter stared at each other like strangers for a few awkward seconds. “So … are we cool or what?” Quinn asked.
“Like an Eskimo on an iceberg.”
Quinn looked at her daughter, thinking. “So what do we do now?”
“How about some mother-daughter stuff?”
Quinn beamed. “Awesome. Like what? Maybe go inside and play with some dolls or paint our nails and braid our hair?”
A playful smile tugged at the corners of Samantha’s mouth. “Mother. Seriously?”
Quinn returned the smile, but then her eyes narrowed. “So how ‘bout sending some lead down range with momster?”

QUINN STOOD over Samantha’s shoulder as she aimed at a cluster of bottles and rusted cans they’d salvaged from a base dumpster. Everything was lined up in ragged rows atop a clutch of wooden pallets. Samantha lowered the weapon and looked back at Quinn.
“Do you ever wish you had another kid, mom? Specifically, a boy?”
“How could you even ask that?”
“Because the world has basically ended and we’ve got to cram as much heavy conversation in as we can. I mean, we could die at any moment so I’m thinking we’ve got to live, like, all of my teenage years in the next few weeks at most.”
“You’re being silly,” Quinn said.
“So that’s your answer?”
“No, my answer is it’s a really weird thing to say to your mother. And that’s saying something coming from you.”
Samantha did a slow-burn.
“Fine, okay,” Quinn said. “The answer is no, no I did not want a boy. And you know why?”
Samantha shook her head.
“Well, it’s got a lot to do with feral dogs.”
“Yeah, and I’m the one saying the weird things …”
“Listen, young lady. What I meant is, have you ever wondered why, when you see images of war torn countries there are always wild dogs running around?”
“Not something I typically think about, no.”
“It’s because canines can get by on almost nothing. Women are a lot like that. Men, on the other hand, are definitely feline. They put up a front, acting like they don’t need people and that works for awhile, but eventually you find them lying behind the couch.”
“Nice visual. So in your little analogy there I’m what? A stray dog?”
“That’s right, pumpkin,” Quinn replied, squeezing Sam’s cheeks. “You’re my little pitbull. A scrapper. Somebody who can get by on very little. You’re everything I hoped you’d be. Now let’s talk about that rifle of yours, because I noticed before that you’ve got a serious problem with your muzzle climb when you go fully automatic. You lost your ability to stay on target.”
“So what’s a girl to do?” Samantha asked.
Quinn fished in the pockets of her cargo pants and removed a three-inch piece of metal, a threaded muzzle brake for the rifle that could be screwed on. She tossed it to Samantha. “Screw that onto the end of your weapon. It inhibits recoil and rise.”
Samantha screwed on the muzzle brake and took aim at the collection of electronic parts. The weapon looked immense in her tiny little hands. “I’m going hot, mom.”
Quinn stood back, watching her daughter fire into the debris, a number of disordered thoughts competing for her attention. For starters, what kind of mother would stand idly by watching their pre-teen daughter fire out a friggin’ assault rifle? It was simultaneously the most absurd thing she’d ever seen and the most natural. The world had been turned upside down after all, and the old rules and norms had been taken away with it. The country had been robbed of many of its adults and in their place had been left children.
She tried not to think about how many others were out there fighting like her Samantha. Just trying to stay alive. There was nothing wrong with Samantha. She was perfectly normal, if a little too smart for her own good. Hell, Quinn had actually gone to college for two years and Samantha seemed to be her equal in everything but size. She wanted to believe that the whole wanting to be a pint-sized warrior thing was just a phase she was going through because of the invasion.
Quinn hoped that, once the enemy was defeated, things would return to the way they used to be. She kept thinking this thought over and over, as if repeating it, mantra-like, might make it so.
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BENEATH THE SURFACE
They’d only been shooting for fifty minutes or so, but Quinn and Samantha had fired out a few hundred rounds. And the ground looked like it had been littered with the shells of a full-on battle. A moment later, a soft rain started to fall, washing away the dust from the rangelands, laying bare the base’s stark surroundings.
Now that their ammo was spent, Quinn led her daughter back across the base, keeping her eyes peeled on the sky. The pair slipped between buildings and beyond one of the steel hangar bays where the glider had been concealed in case the Syndicate came looking for it.
Along the way, they discussed the events of the prior weeks and Quinn talked about the other Marines, and Cody, and how each had helped her escape from the Syndicate.
“Everyone sacrificed in one way or another,” Quinn said. “Even Cody. It hasn’t been easy being away from you, not knowing if you were safe, but knowing that there were people by my side who were willing to take risks for each other gave me hope that the same was happening for you”
“Eli was there for me,” Samantha said. “At first I thought he might be some kind of weirdo, but he had my back. Then I had his. We saved each other’s lives. And he’s been tagging along ever since.”
“He’s like a stray cat,” Quinn offered.
Samantha smiled. “Pretty much, yeah.”
Samantha saw vulnerability in her mother’s eyes as she stopped and peered at the base, the buildings dark and deserted.
“Remember what I taught you that summer when we stayed at the farm after Uncle Mick died?” Quinn asked.
“If you’re gonna punch a boy, aim for his nuts?”
Quinn cocked her head and Samantha smiled. “Just kidding. You said there’s virtue to be gotten in pain, which frankly always sounded like something on a bumper sticker.”
“Samantha,” Quinn replied, raising her voice.
“Okay, so you also said I should never feel uncomfortable discussing what I’m feeling, especially with you.”
Quinn nodded. “Good girl. You and I are here for one of two reasons: either we’re so good that we survived the alien onslaught, or we’ve done some things that other people might not have been willing to do.”
A contemplative, almost sad expression came over Quinn. She stared at her daughter for longer than felt right, hoping Samantha couldn’t discern how uncomfortable she was at this.
She’d told her daughter to be fearless in unburdening herself emotionally, because that seemed maternal to her, something that a good mother would do. But the truth was, Quinn was more like her old man: tough, inscrutable. The kind of person who “kills their own dogs,” as her father was wont to say.
Sure, she and Samantha had spoken about the prior weeks and months, but they hadn’t talked about it. About the terrible things each had done in order to survive. Quinn was concerned that, if they didn’t discuss these things, they would always remain below the surface, festering until they birthed larger, more serious problems.
She’d seen it before, back in the Marines. Several of her former comrades had wigged out after experiencing horrors on the battlefield. She didn’t want Samantha to become unmoored as they had.
“Do you want to tell me anything?” Quinn asked.
“Like what?”
“Like anything, Sam.”
“If you’re asking whether I helped things go from this place to the land of the not living, the answer is yes.”
“Does that bother you?”
Samantha took a liking to the ground. “For a hot second it did, yeah. But then this dude, this resistance fighter, named Billups, told me about what he said was the pretty hate machine. He said it was a way of training yourself to see the things you’re shooting at as inhuman, so that you stop feeling anything for them.”
“You’re not to talk to this Billups ever again, by the way,” Quinn offered.
“Oh, no worries. He got blown up back on the road in Nebraska, I think it was,” Samantha said with a flick of the wrist.
Quinn tasted her own stale mouth and wondered if she should scream or cry at this. She had a startling vision of her little girl running into battle and instantly wondered what the hell kind of mother she was.
As if sensing this, Samantha whispered, “I know you worry about me, mom, and that’s cool. I mean, I worry about myself sometimes. This isn’t normal, I know that, but it is what it is. I’m like a shark now. I can’t look back. I have to stay in motion, keep moving forward or—”
“Or what?”
Samantha shrugged. “I don’t know yet.”
Mother and daughter traded a long look.
For an instant, Quinn sensed something hopeful in the rain. As if the water might fall and somehow cleanse the area, taking with it all of the reminders of the past, all evidence of the things she and Samantha had seen and done.
“So what about you?” Samantha eventually asked. “I mean, what the heck did you have to do to escape from the greatest military force the Universe has ever seen?”
Quinn frowned but nodded. “They are superior to us in almost every way. There’s no denying that.”
“And you guys just stole a glider and walked right out of their command ship?”
“Pretty much,” Quinn answered, not pausing to think about how relatively easy it had been to orchestrate their escape. Too easy, a voice whispered somewhere in the dark backwaters of her mind. The same voice that asked, over and over, if their captors were still watching everything they were doing, observing it all and, for some reason, letting it happen.
“So how ‘bout it?” Samantha finally asked, stopping her mother near the edge of an outbuilding, droplets of water coasting down her cheeks. “Did you kill anyone along the way?”
“Sure, yeah, we had to. I mean, it’s like you said. They are the bad guys, Sam.”
Samantha shook her head. “I meant people. Humans. When you were forced to fight for them, did you kill anyone like us?”
Quinn groped for the right words. She peered into Samantha’s small, inscrutable eyes, and could find no good response. Instead, she fumbled out, “I did what I had to do to make sure I saw you again.”
“Do you think that makes you … evil?”
Quinn digested this. “No, because sometimes you have to do bad to do good. That probably doesn’t make any sense at all, but I don’t know any other way to put it. You just have to try and minimize the bad as much as you can. At least I always do any time I pick up a weapon.”
“Is it weird that I liked it?”
Quinn shielded her eyes from the rain. “Liked what?”
“The fighting. I was scared at first, I mean I ran nearly every time the beetles came after us, but then after I stopped running from them and began running at them, I wasn’t scared anymore.”
Quinn tapped a finger on Samantha’s shoulder. “You learned the lesson of control.”
“What do you mean?”
Quinn opened her mouth and caught a few raindrops. “People with experience, even in extreme situations, are less likely to break than untrained people in significantly less danger. The reason is the perception of control. You felt like you owned your fate, didn’t you?”
“How’d you know?”
“Because that’s how I felt once upon a time.”
Samantha broke her gaze and stared at the muddy ground. “I feel like I was meant to do this, Mom. I know it sounds super spooky and all, but it’s like, I experienced déjà vu on steroids. It’s almost like I had been there before, y’know? Everything was in 3-D when we were fighting. Colors were different and I could smell and see better and it was like I sensed what was happening before it occurred. But now, just sitting around down in a hole in the ground sucks big time. I mean … what we’re doing here? This is nothing.”
“Just be thankful you’re alive,” Quinn said.
Samantha looked up. “But that’s the point. I don’t feel like I am.” Quinn didn’t respond and so Samantha continued, “You know that whole ‘we sleep soundly in our beds because rough men stand ready in the night to visit violence on those who’d do us harm’ thing?”
“I’ve heard that a time or two,” Quinn answered, nodding slowly.
“Why should the guys have all the fun?”
“You’re not even a teenager, Samantha.”
Samantha scowled and tapped her right foot on the ground at a slow and steady pace like she was waiting for the other person to give in, just as she’d done as a toddler when she didn’t get her way. “I don’t want to be the person who’s asleep, mom. I don’t ever want to be that person. Just saying.”
Quinn didn’t reply, so the two silently trudged back through the rain which had stopped by the time they’d reached the entrance to the silo, what had once been formally called the launch control data center.
They’d barely had any time to inspect it after the reunion and so Samantha took Quinn on a tour of the areas she’d yet to visit. She told her mother everything that Comerford had originally related to her. She described how the entire complex was sixty feet underground, buried under several feet of steel-reinforced ballistic cement.
Before the invasion, there’d been roughly six-hundred soldiers responsible for the nuclear weapons, a group largely under the 20th Air Force, Air Global Strike Command, that had been known as “Missileers.” Significant changes had been made to the base in those years, the entire complex upgraded and restructured, new missile alert facilities constructed underground.
Unfortunately, nearly all of the soldiers at the base had left their posts after the invasion, save a brave handful who’d stayed behind and joined the resistance. These men and women had been trained in protocol and knew how to use the nukes if it ever came to that.
They padded by the mess hall, stopping for a bite to eat, past the tankage areas where waste was stored, and the alcoves filled with ammunition and supplies, and finally, beyond the heavy doors where the nuclear-tipped missiles were housed.
As they surveyed everything, Quinn passed Mackie, the resistance fighter who’d helped Samantha out in Ohio when the first invasion began. They had been reunited earlier, and Mackie hugged Samantha again as they eased by. Cruising down another hallway, they caught nasty looks from several resistance fighters who recognized her as a Marine. She surmised that word had gotten out about the operations they’d undertaken on behalf of the Syndicate in New Mexico and New York City. She thought back on the wanted posters she’d seen of herself in New York City and shivered.
Eventually, they found their way down to their sleeping quarters, which were located just beyond a bank of industrial generators. These were tethered to a vast field of buried propane tanks and a garden of above-ground solar panels and wind turbines that spit out just enough energy to keep the lights on and the missiles ready to fire.
Their room was only about twenty feet by fifteen feet in size, partitioned by a bed sheet hung from a suspended wire. The space was anchored by a pair of cots and heavy cabinets and an old TV that showed kids cartoons. Near Samantha’s cot were the trappings of her time on the road with the resistance: her rucksack, some mismatched clothes, an extra pair of boots, and a bandolier of ammunition. Zeus, the toy robot, was perched atop the TV, peering down at everything.
“I like what you’ve done with the place,” Quinn said.
Samantha nodded and eased herself down onto her bunk after grabbing Zeus. She began fiddling with the toy robot, then looked up. “You see those guys giving you the evil eye back there?”
Quinn nodded.
“They’re super pissed at you, mom. Pretty much everybody in this place that isn’t me or a Marine hates your guts,” Samantha said, trying to twist off Zeus’s head.
“I don’t blame them,” Quinn replied, “but there’s nothing I can do about that.”
“Have you thought about apologizing?”
“Marines don’t apologize.”
“No, they just bust down doors and blow things up, right?”
“Yeah, but that’s only Monday through Friday.”
Quinn offered up a smile to Samantha that wasn’t returned. “The resistance dude in charge down here, Comerford, he’s a good guy,” Samantha added.
“Seemed like it.”
“I’d really like it if you’d tell him you’re sorry.”
“I don’t think it’ll do any good.”
“You never know unless you try,” Samantha replied.
And with that, she popped the head off of Zeus.
“You broke it,” Quinn said.
From the neck, Samantha pulled a thin, retractable blade that had been affixed to the ‘bot’s head and hidden inside his metal body. She smiled. “I modified it.”
Quinn forced a smile while staring at the blade.

A GROUP of Marines were busy in the silo’s command center trying to communicate with their families and figure out what was left of civilization after the invasion. They’d related to the resistance fighters that they’d escaped from the Syndicate after being given direct orders to assault and liquidate Shiloh.
This greatly concerned the resistance fighters who’d long believed that they were protected from attack because of the nuclear missiles housed in the silo. After discussing the possibilities of an imminent alien attack, Comerford and the others transitioned to other issues, specifically background information on how society had quickly broken down after the invasion. How the military had valiantly fought back, but been crippled by the alien’s overwhelming forces and technology.
They’d also come to learn that even though they’d known about the invasion, the top brass hadn’t been prepared for the alien’s tactics. Comerford, who’d once served in Army intelligence, was showing classified and open-source footage on a series of screens that had been downloaded in the hours before and directly after first contact with the Syndicate. While all indications were that the Syndicate had indeed knocked out a good number of satellites, some still remained along with intermittent internet access. Giovanni, Milo, Renner, Hayden, Cody, Xan, Hawkins, Mackie, and several other resistance fighters studied the footage.
Comerford tapped on the screens, pointing at images of Syndicate assaults on cities. “Turns out the aliens were here long before we first spotted them.”
“What? You mean, like E.T.?” Renner asked, and Comerford silenced him with a look.
“They engaged in what the brass used to call ‘Special War’ or ‘Convergence,’” Comerford added.
“Hybrid war,” Hayden muttered.
Milo pursed his lips. “Same thing Mao used during the Chinese civil war, Ho Chi Minh used in Vietnam—”
“And we used in that scrap back in the day in the South China Sea,” Renner added, with a knowing smile.
“Well, it isn’t any secret that the bastards lit us up physically and psychologically,” Comerford muttered. “They mixed conventional and unconventional tactics, flooding our cities with spiked drugs ahead of time, planting fake stories, screwing with cyberspace and satellites and our LOCs—lines of communication—turning countries against each other. And even though we were prepared for them to a certain extent, folks started getting awful paranoid. They wondered whether the alien threat was real and then boom, they hit us hard with the most precise military assault the world’s ever seen and we’ve yet to recover.”
“What happened to the President?” Milo asked.
Comerford’s jaw locked. “After they declared martial law, that weasel and the rest of the D.C. Continuity of Operations desk jockeys holed up in the bottom of Site-R in Pennsylvania. Raven Rock. Surprisingly, the invaders didn’t bring the hammer down on the White House, Congress, or Wall Street.”
“How come?” Giovanni asked.
“Probably figured it’d just be a waste of good ammunition,” Comerford replied, with a shrug.
“We should try to raise them,” Milo said. “Congress, the Pentagon. Maybe they’re still online. Maybe there’s a way to reach Centcom.”
“Aside from some of the satellites, almost everything’s still down,” Renner replied, shaking his head. “All of the databases, the ‘net, even all of my social media dating sites.”
“Screw your sites and screw the Brass,” Xan hissed. “We don’t need a bunch of politicians and water-walkers telling us how to fight.”
Milo’s gaze ratcheted over to Xan. “You gonna take out the Syndicate all by yourself?”
A zippered grin splashed her face. “One scud at a time.”
Xan slapped palms with another resistance fighter as Comerford powered down the screens. He looked to Giovanni and Hayden. “We’ve got some intel that the scuds are actually starting to branch out. They’re operating in the deserts, diverting rivers, and what not.”
“For what purpose?” Giovanni asked.
“To build bases. We’ve got some eyewitness reports that they dammed up the Snake River Canyon to build some kind of forward operating base.”
Worried looks were shared and Comerford swapped glances with the Marines.
“The bottom line is we know our terrain, we know what’s happening on terra firma. We were kinda hoping you boys would be able to give us some special insights on account of how long you were up in their command ship. Their tactics, maybe a weakness or two.”
“Yeah, and also tell us what it was like being their bitches,” Xan said as the other resistance fighters snickered. She moved over and jabbed a finger at the circle of welted flesh on the back of Hayden’s neck—the alien tattoo he and the others had been given back on the alien command ship.
Hayden swatted Xan’s hand away. “Lady, if you’ve got the ovaries to take on the aliens all by yourself, how come you haven’t overthrown ‘em yet?
“I’m workin’ on it,” Xan barked back, her smile slipping away.
“Well, what’s taking you so long?”
“We don’t have enough firepower,” she snapped.
“Exactly,” Hayden replied. “So how ‘bout you take a long cool sip of shut the fuck up and maybe we’ll tell you how to get that firepower.”
“Aside from that pea-shooter between your legs, whaddya got?” Xan asked.
Hayden looked over at Cody who smiled sheepishly. “Yeah, okay, so we’ve got some stuff you guys might find interesting.”

CODY LED everyone through the hangar to where the Syndicate glider was hidden. Buttons were depressed on the aft of the craft as the loading ramp dropped gently to the ground. Everyone was ushered inside, the resistance fighters marveling at the technology, the weaponry they’d stolen from the command ship, the solid surfaces that seemed to change with the touch of a finger.
Comerford, in particular, stared wide-eyed at the internal gadgetry that lay near the flight controls and underneath his feet. His eyes traced the outline of what looked like a steel wheel, encased in glass, nearly spanning the entirety of the glider’s belly.
“That’s the Occidio Wheel,” someone said.
Comferford looked back to see Cody smiling, pointing at the ground. “A rotating system that creates artificial gravity. Aliens adjusted the radius and rotation rate, so we’re able to move about in the cabin,” Cody continued, a glimmer in his eye. “They’ve thought of everything.”
Comerford nodded and pivoted and ran his hand over what appeared to be a glass console, flinching when several objects rose up from the console’s interior. There was a silver knob that resembled a mushroom, a thumb-sized green button housed inside a translucent bubbletop, and a ruggedized circle blinking blue that was affixed to a metal base.
“That’s the elevon manipulator,” Cody said. “It controls the motion of pitch for the glider’s nose.”
Nodding, Comerford gestured at the green button.
“That’s the button that synchs the rear thrusters with the glider’s vertical stabilizer. Helps control its yaw while we’re in flight,” Cody said.
Finally, Comerford gestured at the ruggedized circle blinking blue. “Don’t tell me,” he said. “That’s probably some kinda high-tech routing device so you can communicate with whatever artificial intelligence flies this thing, right?”
“Nope, that’s just a cupholder,” Cody said, slotting a plastic water bottle in the circle.
Cody smiled at Comerford and tapped on the glass as a golden cube filigreed with strange writing rose up from the console. He reached down and held up the cube, which thrummed and pulsed with life.
Pocketing the cube, Cody whistled to the others who shuffled over next to him.
“We were able to secure some weapons and gear from the Syndicate including these—”
He tapped a button on a console and one side of the far wall lifted up to reveal an immense alcove. Inside were a dozen drones, from small to medium in size, hanging from hooks like ducks in a butcher’s shop.
“That’s right, baby,” Cody grinned. “We stole us some battle drones!”
Mira looked quizzically at the machines, which were distinctly unimpressive. Several of them were eight feet tall and studded with cannons and rocket pods, but their exoskeletons were dented, scratched, their bubbletops cracked. A few appeared to be missing pieces.
Mira squinted at them. A bemused smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Okay, so why do they look so … jacked up?”
Hawkins nodded. “They look like the drones that got their asses kicked by other, much better drones.”
“I’d like to have those drones please,” Mackie added, sharing a laugh with Hawkins. “The ones that beat up our drones.”
Cody mimed a laugh before holding up his hands. “Okay, so they’re not much to look at, but they’re functional. They’re tough. They’re like you guys. Warriors!”
Cody laid a hand on one of the drones and its arm fell off, clanging loudly as it landed near his foot. Cody forced a smile and swallowed hard, picking the arm up off the ground as Hayden and Milo groaned.

ON THE OTHER side of the glider, Xan was busy admiring a suit of red Syndicate armor and battle helmet that hung in a bay. They were next to other sets of armor, all of the equipment Quinn and the other Marines had worn having been secured here after they slipped into civilian clothes.
Xan reached up and brought both down, shrugging on the armor. She felt the material compress and shift to hug her body. Next, she put on the alien battle helmet and nodded. “Now this is what I’m talking about.”
“Don’t go getting used to it, babycakes,” Renner said, removing the helmet. “These are ours and there ain’t enough of ‘em to make a difference.”
“So why the hell did you bring us here?” Xan asked.
“Because they’re not going to help win the war,” Cody said, as Xan and Renner looked askance at him. “This is what’s going to help us take the fight to the Syndicate,” Cody added, holding up the golden cube.
“What the hell is that?” Xan asked.
Cody smiled. “The most important thing we have. A map.”
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WITH US OR AGAINST US
An all hands on deck meeting was called in the control room, the largest space available at the very bottom of the silo. It was as big as a movie theater and filled with aging Cold War equipment and a few pieces from a short modernization period a decade earlier.
Thirty of Shiloh’s leaders, the representatives of the other residents, were invited down in an effort to reach a consensus with the Marines on a plan to move forward with possible joint operations. The Marines clustered around banks of analog equipment and radio gear, while the resistance formed a circle around Comerford and a raised metal dais upon which had been placed several high-tech tables and communications gear.
Hayden, Milo, Renner, and Cody (Quinn being noticeably absent) gaped uneasily at Xan, Hawkins, Mackie, and another woman they hadn't met before. She was short, with cropped, auburn-colored hair and green eyes, and built like a warrior. Giovanni stood awkwardly, positioned directly between the Marines and the resistance fighters who were whispering to each other.
“I don’t think they like us, Gunny,” Milo said.
“Think it has something to do with us killing some of ‘em?” Hayden asked.
Milo nodded. “More than likely.”
“You think that’s funny, pretty boy?” the unknown woman asked, overhearing the exchange before taking a few steps toward Milo. “I heard what you said and we lost some good people because of you assholes. You’re nothing but a bunch of traitors.”
“Who are you?” Milo asked.
“Mira. Who the hell are you?” She sneered.
“The name’s Milo, Mira, and, first of all, you’re wrong about us being traitors,” Milo said. “Second of all, one of your people, Xan over there, tried to blow us up in the alien command ship, and lastly, shut the fuck up.”
Mira swung at Milo as he blocked her punch and Giovanni rushed to break up the fight. Just as he grabbed Mira and pulled her back, a voice boomed. “SHE’S RIGHT!”
Everyone turned as Quinn emerged from a side door with Samantha at her side. She moved around the edges of the room, circling the resistance fighters and the Marines.
“If it ain’t the queen bee herself,” Xan said, barking a nasty laugh.
“What you said before was true,” Quinn said, ignoring Xan, bobbing her head in Mira’s direction. “We were traitors. We made a deal with the devil and we’ve got to live with that. But I think we can all agree that we’ve got to put that and all of our other differences aside.”
“We don’t agree on shit,” Mira said, spitting at the ground.
Quinn took stock of those gathered before her. She could see the anger, the distrust in the faces of the resistance fighters. Sure, Xan had hidden a bomb in the totem and almost blown them up, but most of the other fighters probably didn’t know about that. What they did know about was that the Marines had sided with the Syndicate and killed some of their compatriots, which was probably an unforgivable sin in their eyes.
“That isn’t true,” Quinn replied, in response to Mira. “There are things we do agree on. We love our country and our world, and we want to kick the bitter piss out of the people that wrecked it.”
A few of the resistance fighters nodded and Quinn could sense the temperature in the room lowering. Quinn looked to Samantha who nodded and then turned back to Mira and the other resistance fighters.
“I speak for all of the Marines when I say we’re sorry for what we did,” Quinn said, swinging her gaze to Comerford. “We had no choice, but that doesn’t excuse what we did. But right now the only thing that matters is taking the fight to the enemy. When we were on the command ship they gave us orders to destroy Shiloh and we wouldn’t do it. That’s why we escaped. That’s why we’re here. The only way we can move forward and defeat the aliens is if we join forces.”
Cody started clapping before Quinn flung a nasty look his way and he stopped, turning his gaze to the ground. Comerford, Mackie, and the other resistance fighters turned to Giovanni who’d been listening silently.
“What say?” Mackie asked.
“She’s right,” Giovanni replied.
“Would you trust them with your life?” Hawkins asked.
Giovanni registered this and smiled. “I already have.”
Hawkins strode forward. “Assuming we want to throw in with you,” he said, “who’s taking the wheel.”
“I’d propose two chains of command,” Quinn replied. “One for the Marines, and one for your people.”
“You in charge?” Hawkins asked.
Quinn shook her head and pointed to Hayden. “Not as long as Papa bear’s in the house.”
Hayden nodded, folding his massive arms across his chest. “And for your people?” he asked.
Hawkins pointed to Giovanni. “He’s the only one who knows both sides. I’d throw in with Gio any day of the week.”
Mackie smiled and nodded, even as Mira and Xan grumbled.
“We don’t need sides anymore,” Giovanni said. “We need an alliance. And we do it like we used to do with everything. We vote.”
“Who’s for joining forces?” Mackie asked.
Comerford, Mackie, Hawkins and most of the resistance fighters raised their hands along with Eli, the civilians, all of the Marines, and Samantha. Xan, Mira, and four other resistance fighters hesitated, then slowly raised their hands as well.
“That settles it,” Comerford said. “But let’s be clear about one thing. We’re equals in this. We’ve got much respect for what you bring to the table, but the resistance does not answer to the Marines. Understood?”
Quinn and the Marines nodded.
“Okay, so now that that’s settled,” Comerford said, “what’s the plan?”
Cody set the golden cube on a table between everyone and gestured to Hawkins. “Kill the lights please.”
The lights went out and darkness washed over everything. At first, Quinn couldn’t see her hand in front of her face and then she heard it. The humming sound coming from the golden cube. A few seconds of silence and then a fitful phosphorescence enveloped the cube before—
WONK!
A swirl of yellow light flooded the room, momentarily blinding Quinn. She reached over and spotted Samantha and took her by the hand. Together they watched as something coalesced out of the light. A string of indecipherable letters emerged in a circle that hovered in the air. Samantha held up a finger, tracing the outline of several letters, her skin tickled by the motes of dust that danced in the golden light.
“You all remember hearing about the ‘New Math’ when you were back in school? This is some twisted version of Lincos. Basically, it’s the ‘Old Math’ which has become what you might call a universal language. This is code,” Cody said, “it’s stellar coordinates, an ephemeris of sorts, a star map.”
“To where?” Comerford asked.
“The location of the fourth temporal totem. The one that likely contains the trajectory to the mechanism that the Syndicate uses for temporal travel … their time ship.”
“How the hell do you know that?” one of the resistance fighters asked.
“Because I was the Syndicate’s resident scientist for several months. I was privy to secret information,” Cody said.
“So tell me why we should care about this ship,” Hawkins said.
“Because that’s how the Syndicate resupplies itself with weapons from the future,” Cody answered. “At least that’s what I gathered from snooping around on the command ship.”
“Why would they even need to do that?” Hawkins asked. “They’ve got the advantage.”
“Maybe not,” Cody said. “Not if we find a way to get to and disrupt the time ship. We could change the course of events, and they might be afraid of that.”
Xan flashed a nasty look at Cody. “I don’t understand anything about this time travel crap.”
“I’m shocked to hear that, ma’am,” Cody replied.
“Don’t call me ‘ma’am.’ That’s a pretty damned serious faux pas in my book,” Xan hissed, in reply.
“I’m amazed,” Cody said.
“At the faux pas?”
“No, that you even know what the word means.”
Xan pulled back a fist to strike Cody, but Mackie grabbed and held her. The others watched silently as Cody manipulated the letters by touch, transforming them into recognizable methods of measurement. Azimuth, inclination, radius. Cody’s fingers danced like a concert pianist as he conjured holographic planets and celestial bodies out of the darkness, before tracing a direct route from Earth to a speck in the middle of the map that flowed orange.
Quinn held up a finger and gestured at the glowing, orange speck. “What is that?”
Cody grinned. “That, my friends, is the final destination. A Syndicate outpost on an ice asteroid called Hygiea.”
“So we need to find a way to blow it up?” Hawkins asked, which received murmurs of approval from some of the other resistance fighters.
Cody shook his head. “No, that would barely put a dent in the Syndicate’s forces. We need more intel from the totem. If we’re smart, we’ll work to find the location of the time ship. If we’re really smart, we’ll find the location of the ship and a way to hijack it.”
Cody clapped his hands and the light disappeared as darkness enveloped the room once again. The lights were flicked back on and everyone stared at each other in silence. Quinn traded looks with the Marines and the resistance fighters. “So we know what we need to do. The only question is how to do it.”
Giovanni nodded. “I say we do a weapons and systems check and head out in twenty-four hours after we’ve had time to prep.”
“Prep what? An attack on that goddamn asteroid?” Mira asked.
“You got a better idea?” Renner asked. “Didn’t you hear Quinn? The scuds gave us orders to attack this place. There’s no telling how long they’ll wait to do it themselves.”
Xan shook her head. “How do we know what kind of defenses the ice asteroid has?”
Stopping another squabble in its tracks, Cody interjected. “I think we can safely assume it will be well defended.”
Mira glared at Cody. “So maybe a division of scuds and a few dozen of their battle ‘bots?”
“At least,” Cody said.
“Can you expand on that?” Comerford asked.
Cody frowned. “Sure. There will likely be hundreds of Syndicate soldiers guarding the position along with all manner of mechanized drones and other killing machines. The odds of us successfully storming Hygiea and finding the totem and making it off are statistically nil.”
Comerford’s face fell and Quinn groaned.
“What?” Cody said. “He asked me to expand.”
“Whatever,” Renner said, thumping his chest. “More of the bad guys just means more targets.”
Xan shook her head. “You’re gonna need your own army to assault that ice ball, short round.”
“We already got one,” Hayden said. “Five Marines are equal to fifty of you people.”
“Enough,” Giovanni said, waving a hand. “We’re all on the same side now. The path forward isn’t an easy one. Nobody ever said it would be. But if we want to change the direction of the battle, we need to hit the Syndicate while they’re not expecting it. The glider can hold eighteen, so the Marines will lead the assault, but we’ll need an additional ten fighters. It’s either that or we sit around, down here in a hole, playing with ourselves, waiting for them to find a way to come and get us.”
A few mutters of agreement spread through the room like wildfire.
“Fuck it, man, I’m in,” Mackie said, raising a fist.
“Me too,” Hawkins replied.
Several other resistance fighters also raised their hands and then slowly a cheer built until nearly everyone in the room was shouting, bellowing, ready to take the fight to the invaders.

THE MEETING ADJOURNED and the Marines and resistance separated to plan and prepare for the upcoming mission. Samantha, who’d yet to be introduced formally to all of those who’d disembarked from the alien glider, stopped the nerdy looking guy who’d given the presentation.
“That was a cool presentation,” she said.
Cody grinned. “I’m psyched that you liked it.”
“Who are you?” Samantha asked.
“I’m the guy that saved the day. I’m the one that helped everyone escape from the alien command ship,” Cody replied.
“Can’t be. Some awesome doctor dude named Cody did that.”
“Nice to meet you,” Cody said, extending a hand. “I’m Cody.”
“Wow. So you’re really him, huh?”
Cody nodded. “Impressed?”
Samantha sized him up, staring at his spindly arms and the way his jacket seemed to be draped over him, as if he was a mannequin. “No offense, but I’m pretty sure I could beat you up, Doctor Cody.”
“It’s just Cody. Not really into titles,” he said, with a warm voice. “And I get that a lot.” He reached out to pat Samantha on the head but stopped short, as if he hadn’t earned the right to be so informal yet, and continued down the corridor instead.
Quinn approached and sidled up next to her daughter, as Samantha watched the frail looking man disappear, wondering how someone like him could have done so much, then glanced back at her mother. “So that’s the guy you’ve got your eye on, huh?”
Quinn nodded.
“He’s totally not your type, mom.”
Quinn frowned. “What makes you say that?”
“Well, for one, I’m pretty sure I have bigger biceps than he does.”
Quinn took this in and then burst out in laughter, and Samantha smiled, glad to see her laughing. It was something that, not long ago, she had wondered if she’d ever see or hear again. Now, she knew she was as safe as she could be in this messed up world, with her mom at her side.

GIOVANNI RETURNED TO HIS ROOM, the sparse walls reminding him how fleeting life could be. Their mission could all go to shit and he’d be gone, no sign of him remaining. Someone else would walk right in here and never know he even existed, see no sign of who he once was. Damn, that thought was depressing. But at least Luke would remember him as long as he was still alive.
He lay back on his cot for a minute, his thoughts spiraling into an endless whirlpool of darkness. Finally, he sat up and said Fuck that. He wasn’t some chump to lose himself to depression, he was a badass who was going to take down the Syndicate.
And he wasn’t alone.
He pulled out the sheet of plexiglass from his pack, tapped the corner, and pulled up Luke’s picture. For a second he just stared at it, then pressed call.
Part of him almost didn’t want Luke to answer, because then he could just wallow in his negativity and be able to complain that he had tried, and failed, to reach out. But no, Luke was a better man than to not answer a call from Giovanni. And so, when his face appeared on the screen, a bit blurred because of the distance and interference between the two, his smile spread across his face in the comforting way that made Giovanni feel like he had never had a concern in the world.
Everything was perfect for that brief moment.
“You finally called,” Luke said, then winked. “’The hell took so long?”
Giovanni sighed and chuckled. “Man, you don’t know what it’s like here sometimes.”
“Yes, Gio, you’re the only one who has a stressful life. This whole invasion and the death and all that, none of it compares to your boredom.”
“Wow, for someone who’s happy to see me, you’re sure bringing the sass today.”
“Sorry.” Luke looked over his shoulder, held up a finger to someone behind him, and said, “It’s been a long day here too, but tell me about you. What’s going on?”
“A big mission, got me thinking is all.”
“You sure you weren’t feeling guilty? Maybe messing around with some of those big, tough Marines?”
“That’s not funny, Luke.” Giovanni leaned in, dead serious. “You know I only have eyes for you. No distance, no war, no nothing can separate us. Not emotionally.”
“Hey, after this is all over… you ever thought about, I don’t know. Hawaii? Maybe we can make it happen?”
“A trip? You’re planning our first real date now?” Luke laughed. “No, I like it. Really. What about the pantheon, stuff like that? You think it still exists?”
Giovanni frowned. “Actually, I’d heard the Syndicate hasn’t really touched a lot of that stuff. Guess they aren’t the Nazis, at least. You know, not stealing human art or whatever.”
“So you’ll consider Greece then?” Luke looked hopeful.
“This is all hypothetical, so sure. If we survive all this, and the Syndicate hasn’t destroyed everything or taken our monuments and art for their private collections, it’s a deal.”
“Okay, I gotta go,” Luke said, after another quick glance over his shoulder. “Vegas is growing old, but I’ll be heading north tomorrow.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” Giovanni said, then kissed his hand and touched it to the screen.
They said good bye, and when Giovanni had put away the glass, he closed his eyes, unsure how to process everything going on, but now feeling totally okay with it.



4
THE ENEMY’S DEN
The mood in the Syndicate command ship was somber. Ostensibly, the Potentate had suffered a significant loss with the escape of Quinn and the Marines and the resulting uprising and explosion, which had damaged significant portions of the vessel.
General Aames had quashed the revolt and restored order, but only after the aliens had suffered significant casualties. Yet, what really upset him was how quiet the Potentate had been at their setbacks.
The General and Marin stood at a distance, watching the Potentate examine footage of both the escape by the Marines and the resulting conflagration. They were both petrified, not wanting to utter a word, not wanting to be the first to suffer the Potentate’s wrath.
“Sometimes in the waves of change we find our true direction,” the Potentate finally said.
General Aames cleared his throat. “Sir?”
The Potentate rose up and looked back to him. “Do you know what true discovery is, General?”
General Aames looked to Marin, then shook his head.
“It is seeing what everybody has seen and thinking what nobody else has thought.”
“I don’t understand, sir.”
“You both think we’ve suffered a loss, do you not?”
General Aames and Marin nodded slowly.’
“And yet, there is no need to fear, for this, all of it, was part of my plan.”
“Begging your pardon, sir, but might we not do better if we, if all of us, understood exactly what that plan is?” the General asked.
“You want to see what I’ve seen?” the Potentate asked.
The General and Marin nodded. The Potentate had asked the same questions dozens of times before in other loops of time. But never had he actually shown either the faintest hints of the other loops, of the many failures, of the terrible things the future had in store for all of them.
He turned and Hadrian, the Magi, appeared as if conjured up out of thin air. His presence startled General Aames and Marin. They’d both seen Hadrian lurking around before, but never had they been this close to him. The Potentate watched as Hadrian appeared to drift around the room, his features mutable, seeming to flicker and change with every second.
For a moment, he resembled a wizened man, then a young boy, and a seductress. The woman’s body almost instantly underwent a radical and visible alteration, a veil pulled back across her face as she morphed into some horrid construct as tall and thin as a church steeple, a thing that wore a bird-like mask and a waxed canvas gown from neck to ankle.
This image flashed and then Hadrian’s visage returned to that of the seductress, the raven-haired woman with a knowing smile and flesh seemingly carved from marble.
Hadrian lifted up a supple hand. “There is an old saying that everything one needs to know is already inside them,” Hadrian cooed. “That the secrets of the universe are revealed in your code, in your DNA. If only that were true.”
Hadrian raised two fingers and began spinning them. The movement of the fingers caused a disturbance in the air, a mini-cyclone that fused into a string of smoke that resembled a long snake. The smoke eddied and then merged with particles of dust swirling in the air, sparking tendrils of light that Hadrian gathered up in one hand as if some kind of magical sculptor.
The light was folded and compressed into one palm and then flung toward the ceiling of the room where it burst apart, birthing a bonfire bright light. Swimming in the field of light were images, figures, scenes of carnage, of battles that were, and were yet to be.
General Aames’s eyes nearly leapt from their sockets as he watched Syndicate soldiers and drones wading into battles on distant planets. This was not the army of an aggressor, however. He could instantly tell that by the way the army broke after being fired upon.
He witnessed things, biomechanical monstrosities, the creatures of nightmares, charging down through the Syndicate lines, laying waste to anything that fell before them. Syndicate soldiers fell by the tens of thousands, blasted down and torn apart until their blood and fluids sloshed at the knees of the attackers.
The images changed a final time, a flash-storm of imagery, figures pulsing like the gelatinous umbrella on a jelly fish, bombarding the General and Marin. There were scenes of Syndicate vessels being blasted apart in space, of whole cities obliterated by munitions that seemed to set the air on fire, of a vast bone-yard filled with the flesh-ragged skeletons of humans and animals, stacked to the heavens and stretching to the horizon.
“ENOUGH!” the General shouted, covering his eyes.
And then, as quickly as the images appeared, they vanished. Hadrian flanked the Potentate, peering down at General Aames and Marin who bore the shocked expressions of a couple who’d just emerged from a cave that had collapsed.
“You have seen a fraction of the truth,” the Potentate said, softly. “The shadows of the past and the future. That which has been, and that which might be.”
“I saw our armies defeated,” Marin replied.
“Indeed,” the Potentate offered in response. “Yet, the things that wait for us will have no mercy. They will give no quarter. They will sift us like wheat and suck dry every planet and lay waste to anything that is living. None of our kind or yours will be left alive.”
“Don’t we have enough to fight back now?” General Aames asked.
The Potentate’s head dipped. “I wish it were otherwise, but no. Our only hope lies in confronting those that escaped from us.”
“The Marines,” Marin said under her breath. “But they’re inconsequential. They need to be captured and executed to set an example for betrayal. And they have no real power.”
“If we can reach them, we may have a chance to avert catastrophe,” the Potentate replied. “Their power is not so obvious that you can see it at first glance.”
“I still don’t understand,” General Aames said. “Why the hell do we need them?”
“You have said that to me at least thirty-eight times.”
General Aames stood in silence and the Potentate moved toward him.
“I alone have the ability to sift and bend time,” the Potentate said. “We have been reliving the same events, over and over. Temporal fissures, loops.”
“Time travel?” the General whispered, in astonishment.
The Potentate nodded. “Things are changing. The enemy is evolving. It seeks to defeat all of us. In the past we would win the battles but lose the war, and still, I see a way to win the bigger war.”
“So we’ll work harder then, we’ll develop more powerful weapons and—”
The Potentate screamed loud enough to jar the fillings in the General’s mouth. The shriek was a meld of an animal being butchered and metal rubbing against metal. The Potentate raised his hands up as if offering a benediction.
“We’ve tried all of that! Don’t you understand! Can’t you see that we will cease to be unless we take a different tack?!”
“What do we have to do?” the General said, cowering.
“Our only hope lies in manipulating those that escaped from us. We’ve gathered intelligence, we’ve been here before. The Marines have a map and will use that to find the location of the ship that allows us to maintain our power.”
“I beg your forgiveness, Potentate,” General Aames said, “but I do not see the way forward.”
“But your other selves did. And they gladly sacrificed themselves to give you another chance to do better than them.”
Recognition finally gripped General Aames. He slowly realized that if what the Potentate said was true, he’d been here before. He’d stood in this very place and likely uttered the very same words and ultimately made the wrong decisions. Still, there were so many unanswered questions.
As if sensing General Aames’s unease, the Potentate turned to him and said, “I want you to know that our only hope lies in manipulating them that escaped from us. We’ve gathered intelligence, we’ve been here before. The Marines have a map and will use that to find a way to strike back against us. It will not be easy for them, I will make certain of it. Now go and make ready for what is to come.”



5
FAMILY
The atmosphere of uneasiness that had permeated the silo ebbed by dusk. The Marines and the resistance, having seen no sign of the Syndicate, decided to barbecue topside in a hangar before readying for the next morning’s training and operations planning.
Hayden and Comerford were manning a long gas grill, while Milo and some of the resistance fighters heaped food on a pair of card tables to create a kind of crude buffet. Somebody had taken the outer casing from a missile and filled it with beer and water bottles, wedging down in a smattering of ice cubes, while Renner fiddled with his battle helmet, trying to download some satellite radio tunes. He found a station playing some old funk R&B songs and turned up the volume, grooving along to the music.
Milo made sure that everybody got heavy servings of what was left down in the silo’s freezer. Lots of veggie burgers and hot dogs, repurposed MREs and lots of canned sides. Somebody had found an old bag of applewood chips which were dunked in a bucket of water and added to the grill to improve the flavor of the food.
It was the very best they could come up with. Milo looked up to see Xan and Mira, still sporting their omnipresent sneers. He ladled some food onto Xan’s plastic plate as she snatched it away and continued down the line.
“The hell is her problem?”
“She hates your fucking guts,” Mira said.
“A blind man could see that,” Milo replied, plopping some grub on Mira’s plate. “Question is why?”
“Might have something to do with the invasion. Specifically, how many people you lost in those first few days,” said Mira.
“Nobody thankfully.”
“She lost everybody. Her mother, her father, three brothers and sisters. All of them were in Denver back when the aliens were still carpet bombing the populace.”
“Geezus. How the hell was I supposed to know?” Milo asked.
“Would it have made a difference?”
Milo’s gaze smoked into Mira’s. “You think we’re a bunch of cold-blooded killers?” Milo asked.
“No, I just think you don’t understand that this fight means different things to different people. Some people don’t want glory. They just want payback.”
And with that, Mira grabbed up her food and melted into the crowd.
Giovanni watched the exchange between Milo and Mira and strolled on by, inspecting everything like a maitre d’, ensuring that everyone was being cordial and having a good time. He looked sideways at Hayden who turned from the grill. The big man reached in the ice and grabbed a beer that he tossed to Giovanni before striding forward and throwing a hand around his shoulder.
“Brings back memories, don’t it? I mean, remember all the times we were given celebrations and parties much bigger than this for saving the world?”
Giovanni shook his head. “I don’t remember any of that, Gunny.”
Hayden frowned. “Really?”
Giovanni nodded. “Yeah, I mostly remember us getting by on shitty government pay and takeout while we risked our necks for people who mostly didn’t give two hoots in hell about us.”
Hayden took this in. “Shit, I guess that’s how it was, huh?”
“You miss those days?” Giovanni asked.
Hayden thought about this and then smiled. “Only every day of my rotten little life.”
Giovanni raised his beer and clinked bottles with Hayden.
Down at the end of the card tables, Samantha was seated on a pallet, munching on a veggie burger (which resembled a hockey puck) recently thawed from the silo’s freezer, and some beans which were well beyond their expiration date. At her feet were her rucksack, a knife, and a small whetstone.
“That seat taken?” Eli asked, pointing at the other edge of the pallet.
She shook her head and he plopped down next to her. The two sat silently eating their veggie pucks and beans.
“How’s that burger?” Eli asked.
“Partially frozen,” Samantha answered.
“Them beans?”
“Mushy.”
“But given our current predicament…”
“They taste like the best thing I’ve ever eaten in my life,” Samantha said, with a slight smile.
Eli laughed and looked across at a gaggle of children playing with bubbles, that a boy Samantha’s age was blowing at them.
“How come you ain’t with your peers?” Eli asked.
“Bubbles lost their importance right around the first time a robot tried to kill me.”
“I suppose they would,” Eli replied, nibbling on his burger. “You hear that there’s a mission in the works?”
Samantha nodded.
“You know the specifics?”
“Nope,” she said. “You?”
He shook his head. “I ain’t exactly getting up-to-date briefs if you know what I mean.”
Several seconds of silence lay between them. They both set their food down and Samantha commenced rubbing her knife across the whetstone while Eli pulled out a gnarly-looking cigarette from his shirt pocket.
“You mind if I fire one up?” he asked.
She stared at the cigarette. “Should you be smoking?”
Eli struck a match on the side of the pallet. “Should anybody?”
She didn’t object and so he touched the match to the smoke and silently took a long drag, his eyes closed, a serene expression on his face. For a moment he looked utterly at peace.
“Those things are gonna kill you,” Samantha muttered.
“If the Lord had wanted me dead, I’d be dead by now,” he replied, exhaling.
Samantha snorted. “You still believe in God?”
Eli ashed his smoke. “Got no reason to disbelieve.”
“Putting aside the issue of the world ending, how about a complete lack of evidence?”
“That don’t bother me at all, kiddo. I mean a God who’d let you prove his existence ain’t a God at all. That’s an idol,” Eli said, with a wink.
He tossed his smoke down and undid a loop of string that was tied to his wrist. He held it up and tied it around Samantha’s wrist. “I want you to have this.”
“Wow, Eli, I don’t know what to say. It’s … a piece of string,” Samantha said.
“It’s Buddhist.”
“The string?”
“Nah, the guy I got it from about six months back. A doctor. Fella broke down on the wrong side of town and I showed up in the nick of time towed him away. He gave me that in return.”
“What’s it mean?” Samantha asked.
“Well, the guy said it meant that no matter how bad things get in life, sometimes that’s all you need to survive. Something as insignificant as a piece of string.”
Samantha stared at the string and smiled, the two sitting quietly, watching the children rush past in a cloud of bubbles.

QUINN STOOD on the other side of the hangar, beer in hand, watching Samantha, Eli, and the others shoot the shit and mingle. For a moment it looked like any other time before the invasion. A summer block party back when she was a child in Ohio, a going away celebration for one of the Marines in her old unit.
Cody waved and moved over, standing alongside her. “Penny for your thoughts,” he said.
“Just watching for the storm,” she replied.
He frowned. “What storm would that be?”
“The one that’s sure to come after all this calm.”
“Relax, Quinn. You deserve a break. I mean after that speech you gave back there to rally the troops? Not many people could do that. If I didn’t know you I’d ask for your autograph.”
“You’re probably not gonna want it after I tell you I can’t go tomorrow.”
Cody blanched, turning, trying to hide his shock from anyone that might be watching. “What? Why?”
“Because I was separated from Sam for four months, that’s why. I’m already way down the list for mother of the year, and I can’t let that separation happen again. You don’t know what it’s like. She’s the only thing I have in this world.”
Cody gripped Quinn’s shoulders.
“Do I need to explain to you how important this is?”
“Yes, I’d really love it if you’d mansplain the obvious to me. And be sure to use a really condescending tone while doing it.”
He turned his head, frustrated. “This isn’t a joke, Quinn. Jesus, you know we can’t do this without you.”
“The others are more than capable of carrying out the mission.”
Cody shook his head. “They admire you, Quinn.
“So get someone else to admire.”
“You can’t do this, Quinn,” he said. “I won’t let you.”
She glared at him. “You know what I like about you, Cody?”
“I’d like to think you thought I was super cool and had a really large penis, but I’m probably off the mark about that, huh?”
She held his look. “You weren’t like the other guys. I immediately sensed that you were … delicate.”
He sighed. “Just what every guy wants to hear a lady say about him.”
“Toughness doesn’t matter to me, Cody.”
“Not exactly helping your cause here,” he said.
“I used to be attracted to the super macho, muscle bound type. But not anymore.”
“Nope. Still not helping that cause.”
She placed her hands on his shoulders.
“There was an old song back in the day with the lyrics ‘swag don’t pay the bills.’ Do you understand what that means?” she asked.
“I literally don’t understand a word of what you just said.”
She leaned in close enough to kiss him. “I’ve had the dudes with swag, okay? Sam’s father was like that. I don’t need a cowboy on a horse or a knight in shining armor anymore. Turns out a shredded body doesn’t block incoming missiles much, but a brain might find a way out. So, a dorky, delicate guy in glasses will suffice. Especially one that respects me and, most importantly, doesn’t tell me what to do.”
“So you’re saying the only guy who deserves you is the one who thinks he doesn’t?”
She thought about this and smiled. “Exactly.”
He nodded slowly. “Okay, I get you. Whatever you decide we’ll live with it.”
She smiled again and kissed him on the forehead.
“Since we’re quoting songs, can I just say that you are the right kind of sinner to release my inner fantasy, Quinn.”
She giggled and kissed him again, this time long and hard on the lips and it felt right. Then they turned and watched the others continue to drink and make merry, Quinn willing away the bad thoughts, hoping like hell that everything would work out.
That’s when Mackie flipped on his own music, classic rock. Smooth but upbeat.
Just then, Giovanni grabbed Quinn’s hand and pulled her up close to dance. “Come on, pretty lady. Let’s make them all jealous.”
Quinn smiled as Giovanni swung her around. He tried a couple of fancy moves and a spin. But it didn’t really fit the music.
“Let’s just rock it out,” Quinn said.
They made some space between their bodies and danced and, within seconds, others were joining in.
Out of the corner of her eye, Quinn noticed Samantha sneaking away. Almost everyone was up and moving now, so Quinn took advantage and slipped out herself. Pushing her way through, she grabbed Cody’s hand. “Come on, doctor,” she said. “Show me what you got.”
Cody shook his head, but followed her lead. He was a terrible dancer, lots of energy, but no rhythm.
“When we first met, you made that crack about writing a book,” she whispered to him. “Remember that?”
He nodded. “The one about brothels.”
“That was bullshit, wasn’ it?”
Another nod from Cody. “How could you tell?”
“By the way you dance.”
“Am I that bad?”
“No, you’re like a young stallion that needs to be broken.”
“I … I need to be broken?” he mumbled.
She grinned and nodded. “Would you like me to break you?”
He gulped. “Yes please.”
Quinn laughed, and they continued to dance. She couldn’t help but chuckle at just how bad Cody’s moves were. Not a natural, definitely no rhythm. But she didn’t care. The way he looked at her, like she was the only thing that could pull his mind out of his calculations, that was enough. Maybe even the reason for his always thinking of the next step, even when there was no work to be done and they’d already figured out their next move. And for a brief moment, this all felt like it wasn’t so bad, making Quinn wish it could last a bit longer. Then she took over and began piloting Cody around the dance floor, busting some moves as the others looked on and cheered.

A WHILE LATER, Quinn snuck away and hunted for Samantha. She found her fiddling with a junked piece of metal from a prior battle past one of the outbuildings.
“How come you’re not back there having fun with the other kids?” Quinn asked.
Samantha shrugged. “All they want to do is play games and talk about dolls and comic books and stuff.”
“Right … cause they’re kids.”
Samantha looked up and Quinn knelt beside her. “Remember how much fun we used to have barbecuing in the backyard? Remember all the good times?”
“I remember the mosquitoes,” Samantha said, nodding. “I remember sweating and stinking like charcoal, and you burning the corn on the cob. I mean, how can somebody screw up cooking corn?”
“All right!” Quinn said, throwing up her hands. “So maybe the times weren’t as good as I remember ‘em, but we were together weren’t we? We were a family … we were normal.”
“I was never normal, Mom, and I’m cool with that now.”
“That’s not true.”
Yes, it is. You were just too busy to notice.”
Quinn paused here, struggling for how to respond. She read what she thought was confusion and a hint of anger in her daughter’s eyes. “You don’t know what you are, Sam. Nobody does when they’re twelve. And that’s where we’re gonna leave it.”
“How come you get to decide that?”
“Cause I’m your mother and there are rules.”
“I brought down an entire Syndicate glider all by myself!”
“And we’re all super proud of you, sweetie, but you’ve still got a bed time, so let’s call it a night.”

MOST OF THE others were still partying outside as Quinn and Samantha headed back into the silo. They were halfway to their quarters when Milo appeared.
“Minute of your time?”
Quinn nodded, kissed Samantha goodnight, and followed Milo down the hallway and across a catwalk to another corridor that ended at a metal blast door. The door heaved open to reveal a circular chamber which was completely empty aside from Giovanni and Cody.
“Was she followed?” Giovanni asked.
“What’s with the cloak and dagger, boys?” Quinn asked.
Cody moved over and closed and locked the door.
“We just didn’t want to upset anybody,” Cody said.
“Right, like they weren’t already upset after the whole alien invasion thing.”
“We want to talk about the temporal totems, Quinn,” Giovanni said.
“Are you guys drunk?”
Giovanni shook his head.
“Okay, so talk,” she replied, hands on her hips.
“Well, I’m gonna go first, since I convened this whole thing,” Milo said. “I was walking around this morning and it struck me. Who the fuck is sending back messages from the future and why?”
“You waited this long to ask that question?” Quinn stated.
“Takes me longer than you to process stuff,” Milo snapped.
“Well it’s an excellent question,” Cody replied, holding up a hand. “May I?”
The others nodded. “The people from the future are the ones who are sending back the messages,” Cody added, with a self-satisfied grin.
Quinn shook her head. “Seriously? You guys pulled me down here for this crap?”
Giovanni waved off Cody. “Milo has a point. What if it’s all bullshit? I mean what if the whole thing’s a trap? Something orchestrated by the aliens to lure us all to our deaths and defeat the resistance? Maybe it’s a kind of false flag operation.”
Quinn considered this. “So what if it is?”
“So maybe attacking the asteroid is the wrong move,” Milo said.
Cody shook his head violently and Milo glared at him. “You’re not the one who’s gonna be doing the fighting and dying, doc.”
“I’ve still got skin in the game,” Cody replied.
“So then we do nothing,” Quinn said. “We sit here and we wait to be attacked or we crawl out every now and again and take a few potshots at the aliens. That sound like a better plan?”
Milo fumed. “See, you’re not even listening to me.”
Quinn glared hard at him. “You do know that I’m a woman right, Milo?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“That unlike you, I can multi-task. I can simultaneously listen to what you’ve said and offer a critique.”
“Screw you, Quinn,” Milo replied, smacking his hands together in disgust. “You’re not even planning on going. I heard about it. You’re bailing on us. What you say doesn’t cut any ice on this one.”
Quinn didn’t respond.
“Why would they go to these lengths to fool us?” Giovanni said, standing. “I mean, if Milo’s right, why they hell would they let us escape if they were just trying to set us up?”
“The messages have been spot on thus far,” Quinn said. “They’ve helped us. There are always things like these in battle, guys. Known unknowns. It doesn’t make sense that they’d use them to trap us.”
“It doesn’t make sense,” Quinn said. “
“They’re aliens,” Milo replied. “For Crissakes, they bomb certain cities and don’t touch other ones, they’ve supposedly got things that look like people that are filled with explosives, and your kid said they even send gliders around to destroy towns with metal darts. They’ve even got other totems scattered around. The bottom line is, very little of what those bastards do makes sense.
Quinn turned to Cody and Giovanni, and asked, “Who here believes the totems are an outright setup?”
Only Milo raised his hand.
“So that settles it,” Giovanni muttered. “We’ve only really got one viable option here. The asteroid. I’d rather be proactive than reactive. It’s go big or go home, folks.”



6
DON’T LEAVE
Night had come and the base was silent. The party was over and the hangar was pitch black. Samantha stood in the shadows, groggy, wondering where everyone had gone. Where the hell were they? How had they just left her there? She edged through the gloom and out a rear door on the hangar.
The moon was hidden behind a bank of thunderheads, the only illumination coming from a few errant solar lamps that had been bolted onto the hangar’s roof. Samantha stopped and surveyed her surroundings, gripped by a powerful sense of abandonment. She wondered whether she’d somehow fallen asleep, and the aliens had somehow slipped into camp and taken everyone back up into space.
“Mom!” she shouted.
Silence greeted her, aside from the faint humming of the wind and the creak of the awnings on some of the outbuildings.
“Eli!”
Still no response. “Not cool you guys!”
She darted forward, running, moving between the buildings like a hunter, seeking cover, looking for any hint of movement.
And that’s when she saw him. Saw … it.
A figure standing between two warehouses, maybe fifty yards away.
The figure was tall and thin, Samantha could discern that even in the murkiness. The thing’s frame wavered in and out of focus and Samantha instantly thought back on a monster she’d heard about as a child in Ohio. “The Harvester,” a demon that lived in the fields that wreaked havoc on naughty boys and girls at the end of the growing season. Her grandfather had whispered about it, told her about the wraith-like thing that lived amongst the rotting vegetation, trying to use the image of the monster to frighten her into doing chores on the farm.
“Who are you?” Samantha asked.
The figure didn’t respond, nor did it cease its staggered forward movements. The clouds parted for an instant and Samantha saw what she thought might be its horrible features: a ruined mouth, two eyes like black buttons. Then the visage seemed to contort, change, the wreckage of a face somehow reconstructing itself into something pleasing. What was it? A beautiful woman? A child close to her age. The visage continued to change, adopting the features of people she’d seen in the past: Katarina, the poor girl she’d been unable to save from the aliens, then Arnel, Blake, and Carter, the boys from back near the river.
“Please stop,” she said, falling to her knees.
The thing rose up over her and its mouth opened impossibly wide like a flower blooming, like a snake readying to devour a mouse. Samantha peered into its maw and then the mouth converged on her as the world went dark …
Only to burst forth in a rush of scattered light.
She screamed and pushed herself up, slicked with nightmare sweat. Gasping, she looked around to see that she was back down in her room in the silo. Quinn was visible, standing over her.
“You okay?” Quinn asked.
“I had a n-nightmare,” Samantha stammered.
“Just one?”
Quinn sat next to Samantha, rubbing her back, just as she’d done when she was an infant.
“I was all alone, mom. Everyone had left and I was the last one at the base. There was this thing, this … man I guess.”
“What kind of man?”
Samantha looked up into her mom’s eyes. “I’ve seen him before.”
“When?”
Samantha lowered herself back on the cot and rubbed her eyes. “Do you ever get the feeling that you’re reliving the same day over and over?”
“Doesn’t everyone?”
Samantha peered at the ceiling. “Back before, the first time I was with the resistance fighters, there was a guy named Hodges. He used to be some kind of school teacher. He said there was a writer once that said this world must be another planet’s hell. Maybe he’s right.”
“You just had a bad dream, sweetie.”
“Maybe we died, mom. I mean, maybe we died during the invasion and this is where we went. This place. And we’re forced to relive the same things, the same days, over and over again.”
Quinn brushed back a lock of hair from Samantha’s sweat-roped forehead.
“That’s impossible, Sam.”
“Then tell me why I know what you’re going to say.”
Samantha levered herself up out of the cot and paced the room. “Tell me how I know that you’re going to tell me about the others leaving on the mission to the asteroid, but that you can’t go. Tell me you weren’t going to say that today.”
The color seemed to drain from Quinn’s face and Samantha continued, “And I was going to tell you not to go. I was going to beg you to stay because I was scared even though I really wasn’t. Mom, I swear I think I’ve said that to you in the past, like dozens of times, over and over.”
“You’re scaring me, Samantha.”
“Maybe we should be scared. Maybe there’s something else going on, something we don’t even know about.”
Quinn had, without question, experienced the same feelings before. A kind of frenetic déjà vu. But she didn’t want to feed into Samantha’s fears, and so she moved over and hugged her daughter, tightly. Her immediate thought was that both of them must have broken in some fashion.
She’d seen it before in her old unit. Men and women who’d tripped a fuse as a result of combat. PTSD, shell-shock, or whatever you called it, the results were the same. Confusion. Paranoia. And sometimes things that were much, much worse. Maybe both of them, maybe everyone in the group, Milo, Renner, all the others were suffering from the same thing, the lingering effects of constant combat.
Samantha pulled back from her mother. “You think I’m nuts, but I’m not. I know you’re thinking that and I swear that there’s nothing wrong with me. It’s all so clear now. You’ve gotta go with the others.”
“I can’t.”
“You have to! You have to go because it’s the opposite of what you’ve done so many times in the past! And it couldn’t have worked because we’re still here!”
“If someone else heard this conversation…”
“They’re not on our frequency, mom. You don’t want to admit it, but you’ve felt the same things I have.”
Quinn would never admit the truth to Samantha. At least, not yet.
“Give me one good reason I should leave you here aside from this whole déjà vu on steroids thing.”
Samantha considered this for a few seconds. “The others are a bunch of badass hive-kickers for sure, but they’re all dudes. They need someone like you to guide them. I mean, they’d be helpless without a woman, we both know that.”
Samantha smiled, her nose burning, her eyes red-rimmed.
“Do you have any idea what I’m about to say now?” she asked Samantha.
“I’m drawing a blank,” Samantha replied.
“Well, I lied before when you asked me whether I’d ever wanted another kid.”
“So what’s the real answer?” Samantha asked.
“The truth is I never would’ve wanted anyone else because I know I’d never be able to love them as much as I love you.”
Tears coasted down Samantha’s cheeks as she wrapped her arms around Quinn. The two just stood there silently, holding each other.



7
THE DEPARTURE
Q uinn exited the silo in the morning light and jogged across the base toward the hangar that held the glider. Preparations for the mission were already well underway. Hayden prowled the space, barking out orders to a group of twenty resistance fighters
“Who here has used a parachute before?” he thundered.
A few hands went up, including Mackie’s, Hawkins’s, and Mira’s.
“How about me?!” Quinn shouted.
Everyone looked back as she entered the space.
“Well, well, well,” Milo shouted.
“The word was, you’d decided to dry-dock it, devil dog,” Hayden said.
“You need better snoops,” Quinn said.
Cody grinned, and the other Marines slapped palms with her, even the reluctant Milo. Renner heaved Quinn a set of body armor.
Hayden clapped his hands together and smiled. “Getting the band back together. I love it. Time to get to work!”
Under the watchful eyes of Quinn and Hayden, the Marines and resistance fighters planned and plotted over the next several hours. Cody powered up the screens inside the glider, able to sift through the alien technology to create a highly-detailed order of battle. He explained in detail the route they’d take to the asteroid, the surface conditions, and the path across what he called the “Empty Quarter,” a rugged section of the asteroid that would likely be frozen solid. The conditions were such that the group would have to space dive down onto the asteroid’s surface and find a way across to the area where the temporal totem was located. The reason for this was that while the totem was located directly between the infiltration and exfiltration areas, it was hidden in a remote, mountainous area on the asteroid upon which a glider could not land.
Renner watched the presentation and raised his hand. “How come we can’t just land where the friggin’ totem is?”
Cody fixed his glasses. “Have you been listening to anything I’ve said?”
“Nope.”
“The location of the totem is equidistant to the infiltration and exfiltration points.”
“I don’t understand that,” Renner said.
Cody took a moment, then said, “It’s right between them in an area that’s’ inaccessible to the glider.”
Renner frowned. “Nope. Still don’t.”
Cody removed his glasses, using hand gestures to signal to Renner. “Place where you’re going is bad. Can’t land there. Have to land in a good place.”
Renner smiled and nodded. “That makes more sense.”
Hawkins raised a hand. “What can we expect from the enemy?”
“They’ve got the numbers,” Cody said. “But we’ve likely got the element of surprise.”
“We’re going to just sky surf right past them?” Hawkins asked.
Milo nodded. “Just like the Germans at the Battle of Fort Eben-Emael in Belgium. They used gliders to surprise the Belgians.”
Once the planning was over, the group commenced organizing and field-stripping their weapons. Renner revealed some of the intricacies of the alien Parallax rifle, several of which had been stolen from the command ship. Next came an explanation of the pros and cons of their battle helmets. Whereas the Marines had previously benefited from the alien’s A.I. autonomous network (which was embedded in the battle helmets but synched to the command ship’s biomechanical hive), they wouldn’t have that crutch to fall back on going forward. Still, the helmets provided an array of technological applications that would enhance their abilities to fight while on the asteroid. Hawkins in particular was a quick learner, offering that the Syndicate helmet was not unlike a Gen-V helmet used by a buddy he served with in the Texas Rangers who’d once flown the old Joint Strike Fighter while serving in the Air Force.
Cody and Milo had maneuvered the aging battle drones out of the glider and onto the hangar floor. Cody powered the drones up, the machines whirring to life. Several of the larger ones stopped functioning and Cody tried jiggering their internal circuitry, but to no avail.
“You gotta reroute that bad boy’s thermometer!” someone shouted.
Cody and Milo looked back to see Eli staring at them from a side door.
Cody squinted at him. “Come again?”
Eli ambled forward and gestured at one of the larger drones. “Experience tells me that sucker has a thermometer inside that’s probably positioned too close to a circuit board. The board heats up, the thermometer goes crazy and the whole thing shuts down.”
Milo smiled. “Eli, right?”
Eli nodded. “At your service.”
“What can we do for you, Eli?” Cody asked.
“It’s more along the lines of what I can do for you,” Eli replied. He walked to the back of the drone and spotted a few metal rungs that led to the top of the machine. Jumping up, Eli grabbed the rungs and pulled himself near the drone’s bubbletop.
Opening the top he perused the control devices, power gauges in alien script, a command console, and several joysticks and maneuvering knobs. He reached down and loosened a few metal clasps on a side panel. Then he slipped his fingers inside, steady as a surgeon entering a chest cavity. He pulled down a translucent tube the size of a pinky finger that contained a blue liquid and which was hanging, by a metal cord, to what appeared to be an internal circuit board. Eli moved the tube next to the circuit board and the blue liquid turned red and the drone hummed to life.
“Boom! Told ya,” Eli said, before separating the two and reinserting them into the robot. Then he dropped down and smacked his hands together.
“You know your drones,” Milo said.
“Are you an expert with tech?” Cody asked.
Eli shook his head. “I have not been blessed with a lot of formal education, unless you count the school of hard knocks. I do believe I’ve received a master’s degree from there while I was towing trucks.”
“What are you looking to do, Eli?” Milo asked.
“I reckon I should come along with you guys. I can fly, or work on anything that has an engine in it.”
Renner walked over and shook his head. “No way.”
Eli squared up on Renner. “Why not?”
“Because we’re got certain minimum standards,” Renner said. “You’ve got to be able to run a certain speed and lift a certain amount just to hang with us.”
“I been doing twelve ounce curls for most of my life,” Eli replied, with a grin. “My body’ll snap back into shape once we get airborne. Haven’t you ever heard of muscle memory?”
Renner nodded. “But you had to have muscle in the first place to remember.”
Eli peered down at Renner. “Are you body shaming me?”
“Just stating the obvious.”
Renner planted a finger in Eli’s generous midsection. “What the hell do you call that?”
“Relaxed muscle,” Eli said.
Milo and Cody burst out laughing, as did Renner, who slapped Eli on the shoulder before looking to Milo and shrugging. “We could always use an extra bullet stopper.”
Eli strolled off with Renner as Hayden sidled over. Hayden angled his head at Eli. “Who the hell is that?”
“Eli,” Milo replied. “He’s gonna be our new drone expert.”
“Coolness. He used to work at NASA or something?”
Milo shook his head. “He used to tow cars, Gunny.”
Hayden chewed on his lips, registering this. “So basically, we’re entrusting our safety and possibly the future of the entire planet to an out of shape tow-truck driver?”
Milo smiled. “Yep. Pretty much.”

AN HOUR LATER, the drones, weapons, gear, and enough supplies for two days were loaded into the glider. Cody stayed inside with Hayden, poring over the controls, doing a final systems check while the Marines and resistance fighters mingled outside, saying their goodbyes to friends and loved ones.
The assault force would consist of Quinn, Hayden, Milo, and Renner, alongside resistance fighters Hawkins, Mackie, Mira, and seven additional fighters who’d seen combat with the aliens. Eli and Cody would be going along as well, but would remain behind on the glider to maintain communications and orchestrate the exfiltration once the mission had been completed.
Rucksack over one shoulder, Quinn moved across the hangar to where Samantha stood, clad in a hand-me-down T-shirt with a cartoonish vegetable character emblazoned on the front, and jeans that were worn at the knees. She had the loop of string on one wrist and a plastic bracelet on the other.
“I’ve got something for you,” Quinn said, throwing open the rucksack. She removed a compression shirt, much like the kind she sported in combat, and handed it to Samantha.
“You shouldn’t have,” Samantha replied, admiring the shirt.
She quickly shrugged it on. It looked huge on her at first, but then she wriggled around and tugged on the arms and somehow made it conform to her small frame.
“How’s it looking?” Samantha asked, vamping a little.
“Perfect. I hear it’s what everyone’s wearing this year.”
“Combat chic,” Samantha replied with a smile.
“I gave you that shirt so I’ll always stay close to your heart.”
Samantha took this in and Quinn thought a tender moment might follow, but instead, Samantha giggled.
“That was so cheesy, mom.”
Quinn stood back and studied her daughter and that’s when she noticed it. She hadn’t really noticed it before, but Samantha was getting bigger. She’d grown, what? Two or three inches in the months since the invasion? Her face was fuller too and her fingers seemed longer. There was a tightness in Quinn’s throat because she knew Sam wouldn’t be her little girl for much longer.
This feeling naturally fed into Quinn’s anxiety about going on the mission. The notion of being robbed of more time with her daughter ate at her, but she knew the others were counting on her and besides, if they didn’t stop the Syndicate, there might not be any future at all for Samantha or anyone else on Earth. In a sense, saving the world was Quinn’s way of making amends for her absences. She just hoped that Samantha would one day see it that way.
“I want you to stay here and listen to Comerford and the others, you hear me?” Quinn said, glancing at Comerford, Xan, and the rest of the resistance fighters who were staying behind. “And when Luke gets here, Gio said you can count on him for anything, so stay close to him.”
Samantha nodded. “You gonna be okay out there?”
Quinn smiled. “Relax, we’ve got the best fighters the Universe has ever seen.” She looked over her shoulder to see Eli, smoking, scratching his buttocks. He noticed them looking and did a little wave. “Except for him,” Quinn added.
Quinn reached down and hugged Samantha who whispered, “I love you, mom,” before placing the plastic bracelet she had around Quinn’s wrist. Quinn whispered the same in return. They were jolted from their conversation by the rumble of the glider as it powered to life. It was time to go. Quinn stood back and waved to Samantha and the others, before moving back toward her fellow fighters. Samantha followed her, grinning as Eli raised his arm.
“Remember to keep that string on you,” he said.
She smiled and held up her wrist, the string he’d given her dangling from it. He patted her on the head as she unexpectedly gave him a hug.
“Promise me you and my mom will come back.”
He nodded. “I swear it, Samantha.”
Samantha watched Eli strike out after the Marines and the resistance fighters, all of them ascending the ramp into the glider which was thrumming, rising a few inches off of the ground. The onlookers all rushed back, having been briefed by Cody about the engine that propelled the glider up into the air.
Samantha was amazed to hear that the craft used what Cody described as a kind of magneto-inertial fusion drive, a futuristic engine that revolved around a series of powerful magnetic fields that somehow collapsed upon each other to create pulses of energy that would sling-shot the glider up into space. Surprisingly, the base did not have a formal runway, and so the glider would have to maneuver out of the hangar and hook a right before accelerating through the gap that lay between the outer buildings.
Samantha trekked outside, following the glider from a distance. She watched it pick up speed, maneuvering into the gap. The vessel hung for a moment, like a leaf kept aloft by a stiff breeze, and then the propulsion engines kicked on and—
BOOM!
There was a tremendous sound, like a million hammers slamming against a block of granite all at once and then the glider was gone, shotgunned up into the air as those watching raised their hands, cheering. Samantha stared at the loop of string on her wrist and then closed her eyes and said a prayer for her mother and the others, that there would be a happy ending to what she knew would be a very difficult mission.

CODY AND HAYDEN were near the flight controls as the glider rocketed up into space. Hayden explained that while the craft could be manually flown, particularly when it came time to land, the vessel’s in-house, artificial-intelligence-like operating system essentially made it idiot proof. All Cody had to do was oversee the ship while it hovered above the asteroid. He was less a pilot and more like a monitor, Hayden explained.
At the time this was occurring, Quinn and the others were readying for battle. They donned their battle armor and did a final weapons check, taking the time to detail everything, once again, to the resistance fighters again who caught on quickly. Milo, worried about how the resistance fighters would perform in battle, did a final rundown on the helmet’s HUD, detailing its features again, explaining how it created an immersive environment for the user. Questions were asked and answers given, and Milo, along with Renner, demonstrated how to harness the integrated eye tracking features. They kept it as simple as they could so as to prevent confusion and everyone was pleased that the fighters seemed to understand everything.
Next, Quinn gave a final run-through on their exo-tech alien armor, including reminding them about the unique feature in their boots, the canisters of compressed nitrogen-like gas which would act like thrusters, depending on the conditions. This went on for more than an hour and then everyone took up their respective positions near the areas with the harnesses that would eventually position and fire them out into space.
Quinn steeled herself for what was to come. She eased back against one of the glider’s metal walls. She watched Hayden seated on the flight deck with Eli, powering the glider up into space. She listened to chatter on Renner’s HUD, taking in reports of various Syndicate sweeping operations back on the ground.
She wondered again how it was that the aliens hadn’t come for them or weren’t heading to confront them. Sure, there was the issue of the nuclear weapons back at Shiloh, but they’d be targets in space wouldn’t they?
“And you guys just stole a glider and walked right out of their ship?” she’d heard Samantha say. It had all been so easy … so goddamned easy. This, coupled with Milo’s questions about whether the whole thing might be a trap, a set-up, created a knot in Quinn’s stomach that would not go away.
She tried to let these thoughts drift, but a vague sense of familiarity washed over her. Her eyes locked on Hayden’s right hand. He was about to reach over and touch his left ear, she just knew it. One second passed, then two, and then Hayden reached over and scratched his left ear and Quinn closed her eyes.
How the hell had she known that was going to happen? This was more than déjà vu. The sudden realization that maybe, just maybe, she’d lived through this very moment at some point in the past smacked her in the face. Maybe Samantha was right. Maybe something beyond their comprehension had happened when the aliens invaded. Was that too farfetched to believe?
She plucked her right ear and the feelings of familiarity faded away. Her eyes roamed the interior of the glider and hopped between Milo and Cody who were discussing some of the mission’s finer points. The two men were so different she thought. There was a sureness in Milo that Cody didn’t possess, a quality that would be attractive to most people, but not to her. She knew that now. There was an entirely different air about Cody. What was it? An intuition that he was slightly off, operating in a state of controlled chaos, a somewhat exotic quality that made him sexy in a distinctive way.
Having finished his talk with Milo, Cody approached Quinn.
“I need some meds, doc,” Quinn said.
Cody fished in his pocket and pulled out a small case that held several Black Sunshine pills. “You need to make this last,” he said.
“Worst doctor ever,” she replied, grinning, popping four of the pills. She needed them now, but had to be sure she played it smart going forward.
She leaned her head back, feeling the pills work their way down her throat. It was a pleasant sensation, like slipping into a warm bath. Originally, she’d been told that the pills allowed the user to operate in a heightened state for up to thirty-six hours, but that wasn’t the case anymore. She had to keep taking more of the pills and was lucky if the effect lasted more than six or seven hours.
“Do they know we’re coming?” she whispered.
“We don’t have any direct intel of course, but it’s likely that something’s going to spot us once we get near,” said Cody. “Still, like I said before, I think we’ll have some element of surprise.”
“How many scuds are on the asteroid?”
His face fell. “I imagine enough of them to make things interesting.”
“If this turns out badly, I’m going to come back and hit you,” she said. “Just wanted to leave you with that.”
“Why do most of our conversations involve you striking me?”
“That’s called foreplay,” she replied.
“God help me if we ever go beyond second base.”
“We will. And you won’t be able to walk the next day,” she said, with a wink.
The glider jolted forward and klaxons sounded. Cody moved back up next to Hayden as Quinn donned her battle helmet. She took up a position below her harness and listened to chatter, the other fighters conversing, and finally some classical music that Renner had somehow been able to locate and stream.
There was, for that brief moment, something hopeful in the air. As if they were all on the verge of doing something important, something that might be looked back on, many years in the future, as the beginning of the end for the Syndicate. A girl could dream.
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FALSE HOPE
Luke, Calee, and nine additional resistance fighters headed out at night from Las Vegas. They drove across a series of man-made channels that had once diverted water from a reservoir built a few years before the invasion. Now, the three armored SUVs swept past a bombed-out reservoir with bone dry channels.
The resistance fighters drove at high speeds over the highway that ran through St. George, Utah. They shot through the beautiful, rugged landscape, passing mesas and red sandstone bluffs and little outposts of civilization. Luke peered up and took in the mansions behind the gates at Stone Cliff, an exclusive St. George community, a cluster of multimillion-dollar homes that still sparkled, illuminated by banks of solar panels.
He’d had a friend, a mentor named Sam Snow who lived there once upon a time. That was several years back, in the days after he binned out of military intelligence. He’d been a good soldier, but things had changed in the years running up to the invasion. His old unit had begun cross training with several elements from a number of soldiers who weren’t all that comfortable with Luke’s personal lifestyle.
Luke eventually left the service and transitioned to the Utah Data Center down near Camp Williams in Bluffdale. The site was actually a massive, billion-dollar NSA data collection center. The NSA didn’t have qualms about his personal inclinations, and they didn’t give a damn what he did in his private life as long as he stayed loyal and hardworking and had no issues with eavesdropping on the conversations of neighbors. That was something that Luke always struggled with, the fact that he demanded privacy in his own life, yet was willing to breach it when it came to others.
Sam Snow had been an executive there, a former Air Force pilot and investment banker who’d done stints at the CIA and the TSA and Goldman Sachs, helping to create a matrix that tracked domestic and international terrorists and which was eventually licensed to private business for commercial purposes.
Snow was a man of many secrets, and was the first to whisper about the aliens. Sam whispered to him one night that he’d been “read into” a program while at the CIA, a Special Access Program called “Stalking Horse” that was so secretive that the matters which it pertained to could only be discussed orally. Nothing was permitted to be written down. Sam said that while in this program, evidence was discussed about the likelihood that there would be some contact with an alien presence in the not too distant future. Apparently satellites and space receivers had picked up unusual chatter which was growing louder, growing closer by the day. Sam has dismissed the evidence as bullshit, but after piecing together clues from other operations and programs, he started to believe that something was going to happen. Something big, something important. The last time they’d chatted, Sam told Luke that he was going to unplug for a while and see what happened. That was more than fourteen months before the invasion occurred. Christ, how right he was, Luke thought to himself.
The population was small enough in St. George that the Syndicate likely overlooked it and left it untouched. Luke watched the lights from the mansion fade in the distance and he wondered whether Snow was still up there, perched on his leather couch, cigar in hand, waiting for the country to reboot itself.
The resistance fighters headed due north, making for the relief camps in Salt Lake City that were overseen by what was left of the National Guard. The Guard had been called out in the weeks after the initial invasion and had done an admirable job keeping the burgeoning packs of countryside bandits at bay, maintaining a modicum of security in some of the larger cities. Indeed, the Guard patrolled most of the major cities along with elements of what was left of the still-functioning military. They did their best to care for refugees and dispense water, food and medicine, but the fighting, the wetwork, was left up to the resistance. Out of necessity, there was an uneasy alliance between the Guard and the resistance, one that Luke hoped would hold in the coming months.
Luke and the others arrived early in the morning at the outskirts of Salt Lake City, their SUVs stopped by three National Guardsmen at a roadblock. The three Guardsmen looked agitated. One of the Guardsman, an old salt with a thick beard and haunted eyes, was clad in a thick flak jacket and Kevlar helmet and waved a penlight. He clicked it on and a rope of eerie red light appeared. “Eyes,” he said. “I need to see eyes.”
Windows were powered down and the bearded Guardsmen inspected the eyes of the resistance fighters with the penlight as the other two Guardsmen stood at a distance, weapons at the ready.
“What the hell is going on?” Luke asked.
The bearded Guardsman inspected Luke’s eyes. “There’s been a shit ton of homicide bombings in the camps last three weeks. They took out twelve of my buddies two days ago.”
“Copies?” Luke asked?
The bearded Guardsman nodded. “Fuckers are using women and old people now.” He held up the penlight. “They got a special kind of light in this. If you’re synthetic it burns out the retina. If you’re one of ‘em, I’m gonna find out.”
“Even if that thing works, how’s it gonna help you?” Calee asked, looking over. “I mean, we’re close enough to kiss.”
There was recognition on the Guardsmen’s faces as they swallowed and stepped back. It appeared as if they hadn’t contemplated this fact at all. They windmilled their arms, waving the resistance fighters on. “Get going! You’re on your own from here on out!” the bearded Guardsman shouted.
The SUVs jolted off, driving down a decline that led through the outskirts of Salt Lake City. Luke gaped out his window, peering at the Salt Lake Temple and the Utah State Capitol which lay partially in ruins, a victim of a Syndicate attack in the earliest days of the invasion. Aside from several stretches of cityscape, the rest of the city looked remarkably unblemished. The SUVs slowed, then stopped, caught at the tail end of a backup, a line of vehicles that were threading through one of the relief camps toward another checkpoint where armed guards were doing inspections.
Luke caught looks from the refugees milling about outside. Hundreds, maybe thousands of people from other cities and those that came down from the stony hills for food and water in the belief that they would remain unmolested as long as they stayed within the city limits. Luke saw desperation in the faces of the refugees, as diverse as any city he’d ever visited. People of every background. All seemingly united in sorrow and loss.
The SUV drove forward a few hundred feet, past the tents, ramshackle buildings, FEMA trucks, and little stands where people were cooking over open fires. Luke saw water being offloaded from a flat-bed truck and sacks of food being distributed to women and spindly children. A few dogs roamed the camps, fighting over the remains of a sack that had dropped to the ground and spilled open.
“We’re gonna be here a while,” Calee said, pointing at the line of cars.
“Let’s gather some intel,” Luke replied.
Luke and Calee exited the SUV and moved through the camp. Luke closed his eyes and just listened for a few seconds. It was a trick a lifer had taught him back in prison. Something he advised Luke to do the first moment he stepped into the yard each day. It would allow him to take the pulse of his surroundings, to be able to spot trouble, disturbances in the air before they occurred. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary and so he and Calee shuttled down a walkway that bisected clusters of tents and shacks. They passed a small market and places where food hawkers were grilling meat across open fires while men played cards or shot dice.
Luke spotted what appeared to be a bar, a shack with a sign nailed above the doorway that said “The Fourth Turning.” They sidled up to the bar, which consisted of four wooden doors propped up on cinderblocks. The joint was peopled by locals and a pod of resistance fighters who recognized Calee. Luke was introduced to the fighters, four thick-necked grunts named Casolaro, Hastings, Lombardi, and a one-armed bruiser named David Crowley. Luke and Calee did a shot, asking about the conditions in the camp and the road ahead. The fighters mentioned stories about the aliens being witnessed out in the desert, constructing what appeared to be bases. For what reason, nobody seemed to know.
They left the bar and retraced their steps. Calee took in the sights and sounds, appearing moved by a delegation of dirty-faced children who were enjoying a puppet show in the shadow of what looked like a crashed Syndicate glider.
“Isn’t there anything we can do for them?” Calee asked, leaning back over her seat.
“The only thing that matters is finding a way to stop the Syndicate,” Luke replied.
“Then why the hell are we going to Wyoming?”
He didn’t respond, turning instead to the people outside. He watched a group of doctors and nurses amble past, masks and respirators on, carrying sacks of meds, shadowed by several National Guardsmen. Luke lifted his head and a strong wind funneled between the tents. There was something in the air. The camp’s odor was a mix of burning food and sweat and the ammonia-tinged funk of fear. Luke could sense a change in the rhythms, the pulse of the camp. It wasn’t bad here yet, but in a few weeks? When the food and other supplies ran out it would not be pretty.
His vision darted between the refugees and stopped on a young man who traded a glance with him. The man was standing, warming his hands over one of the open fires. He was striking, with strong features and broad shoulders. He was dressed in jeans and a flannel shirt and his hands … why were his hands so close to the fire.
Luke’s fear meter began rising. The striking man melted back into the crowd and then a particle of dirt made Luke’s eyes tear. When he squinted back, the man was gone.
“Get in the car,” Luke said.
Calee stared at him, eyes narrowed. “What? Why?”
“Just do it.”
The pair moved with alacrity back toward the SUV which was closer to the checkpoint. They slid inside and Luke looked back out his open window and spotted something.
There was a dog pacing.
A large German shepherd.
The creature’s back was arched. It was pissed, or scared—Luke couldn’t tell which. The barks turned shrill and Luke watched it blindly dash through the crowd. In seconds the dog had been joined by another dog, and then two more and Luke was gesturing for the driver of his SUV to step on it.
“Get moving,” Luke said, softly at first.
The driver, a female warrior named Anne, caught Luke’s eyes in the rearview mirror.
“There’s the little problem of the bottleneck,” Anne said, gesturing at the cars ahead, idling in front of the checkpoint.
“Go around them,” Luke said.
“Are you nuts?” Anne asked.
The dogs were fighting outside now, their jaws snapping.
Luke turned back and watched them struggling with their prey.
The man with striking features.
The dogs had him cornered and now the other refugees were backing up, giving the man a wide berth. Something was definitely, horribly, fucking wrong.
“Go!” Luke shouted, to Anne.
One of the dogs snapped out at the man, tearing a flap of flesh from his hand. The liquid that poured from the wound was whiter than bleached sugar.
Luke lurched over the seat and pressed down on Anne’s knee as the SUV shot forward. Anne shrieked and monkeyed the wheel, swinging it to the right as Luke looked back and—
WHUMP-BOOM!
The man with striking features vanished in a blast that shattered the SUV’s rear windshield, lifting the machine several feet off the ground. Bedlam ensued, dozens, maybe hundreds of refugees lay scattered like seeds from a shattered gourd. Whistles were blown and sirens echoed and somebody began firing an automatic weapon.
Soon the refugees were panicking, stampeding and the SUV rocketed forward, driving past the startled refugees. The pavement turned bumpy and more explosions sounded from behind and a whining sound filled Luke’s ears. The checkpoint was looming in the distance, a section of fence covered in wire and scrap metal.
“RUN THE FUCKING THING!” Luke screamed.
The SUV accelerated to startle the Guardsmen, who dove out of the way. The machine pistoned through the checkpoint, driving through and past it. Luke looked back to see one of the other SUVs following, the last one in the line was visible, smoking, having been torched by the blast from the homicide bomber.
Calee turned to Luke who was fishing the shards of back windshield from his head. “That’s why we’re going to Wyoming,” Luke said, softly. “To stop the bastards from doing things like that.”
Luke leaned back, feeling the blood dribble down the back of his neck from a series of surface cuts. Calee called out to him, offering aid, but he waved her off. He’d live … at least for a while longer. He rubbed his ears which continued to whine from the blast and then closed his eyes as the SUVs rumbled out of Salt Lake City, headed toward Shiloh.



9
THE DESCENT
As the glider approached the frozen asteroid called Hygiea, Quinn and the others snapped out of their thoughts and straight into unease. Their demeanor turned tense as the others slid on their helmets and readied themselves to be propelled down toward the asteroid’s surface. They’d inspected and reinspected their armor and gear, and activated the metal studs on their combat boots for traction on the asteroid’s icy surface.
Quinn stood alongside Cody and Eli, inspecting the battle drones that were to be dropped down with the Marines via a self-powered, cubed shaped equipment pod—another marvel of alien technology. Cody’s expression was dark as he scanned the drones.
“They’ve still got some bugs,” he said.
“That’s what happens when you use equipment destined for the scrapyard,” Quinn replied.
“We can make it work,” Eli said encouragingly.
“Not remotely, we can’t,” Cody replied.
Eli’s eyebrows converged. “What exactly does that mean?”
Cody pointed at the last section of armor and a final battle helmet that were visible in an alcove. “It means we need someone on the ground to pilot these things.”
Eli pointed to himself, and Cody and Quinn nodded.
“You ever parachuted, Eli?” Quinn asked.
Eli shook his head. “How hard can it be? Just like swimming, only through the air.”
Quinn suppressed a smirk and grabbed a battle helmet and section of armor for Eli. Cody stood and gestured to the other warriors, pointing at a nearby window, which provided an excellent view of the asteroid.
“There it is, ladies and menfolk,” Cody said, pointing to the asteroid. “Hygiea.”
Quinn stared out the window, taking in the asteroid which was colored a dark yellowish, almost sulphur-like but streaked with green, the result of what was sizable amounts of chlorine and chlorine dioxide in its atmosphere. Cody had described how, because the chlorine possessed a high boiling point, the gas in the upper atmosphere was liquefied, fell only to be warmed again and turned back into a gas, like some kind of toxic death loop. The surface of the asteroid was varied, half of it concealed by a kind of ice, the other half covered in deserts and mountain ranges heavy with dunes of sodium chloride and rust-colored hydrochloric acid.
“If I had all the power in the Universe, that is not the place I’d choose for my summer home,” Milo said.
“It’s actually the perfect place,” Cody replied. “The conditions on the surface are brutal, but it’s mineral rich and the Syndicate has a really neat way of extracting stuff. They drop down thousands of these pods filled with self-replicating machines. As soon as they hit the ground the machines get to work, scooping up material, heating it with Fresnel lenses. They remove the volatile gases from the soil and separate components into a material harder than steel. They can even make plastic out of moisture and volatile carbon components, and a ceramic substrate from superheated asteroid dirt. Then they use all of this to build more machines, and more robots and more weapons.”
“Tell us more, Mister Science,” Renner said, mockingly.
Cody flipped him a middle finger. “I’m just saying the aliens have found a way to create a ridiculously large and efficient manufacturing complex on a lifeless planet. You gotta appreciate that.”
“We will,” Hayden said, looking back. “We’re gonna appreciate the shit out of that, and then we’re gonna grab what we came for and blow the shit outta that alien crap.”
Quinn helped Eli into his armor and helmet and then powered up her HUD in full, watching reams of imagery and information blur past, the vital statistics followed by shots of the frozen ground below, coordinates and vectoring, illuminated paths and avenues of attack, and thermal imagery of everyone within a kilometer of the landing zone. The plan was a rather simple one. They would space dive down onto the asteroid and advance across what amounted to a frozen lake before picking their way through a stretch of jagged mountains where the temporal totem was supposed to be located. Quinn was relieved to see no apparent heat signatures anywhere within range of the LZ. God willing, they’d have an uneventful dive down to the surface.
As if reading her mind, she heard Milo mutter through the HUD, “all is quiet.”
“You’re getting me nervous,” Renner said. “This looks like it’s gonna be easy.”
Too easy, Quinn thought to herself.
“Remember that shake and back op we pulled on that island in the Philippines?” Milo asked.
“Bohol Island,” Quinn blurted out, remembering the amphibious landing.
“It was like that too,” Milo said. “Nothing at the beach, but as soon as we hit the treeline, those bastards came out of the woodwork.”
“Just because the water’s calm, doesn’t mean there ain’t any alligators,” Renner said.
“Not the time for voicing your fears,” Giovanni said. “Focus on the end zone.” But he kept stealing glances at the readouts, looking for signs of danger.
“All talk,” Hayden said, and chuckled at Giovanni.
Giovanni smirked. “Somebody’s gotta keep up appearances.”
“Can’t argue with that,” Hayden said.
A hushed silence fell over the glider as the warriors waited for the signal to begin the assault. Quinn felt the pressure of the descent and heard the whine of the craft’s engines. The warriors were jolted as the glider dipped and dropped, Quinn pinned in place by the g-forces as a klaxon sounded.
Quinn glanced to her right, trading looks with a young resistance fighter who was trembling.
“They say we’re gonna hit the Syndicate head on,” the young fighter said.
“Most likely,” she replied. “Tip of the spear as they say.”
“I heard about you guys. You’ve been with them and fought them, right?”
Quinn nodded.
“They say if the aliens’ drones catch you, they’ll kill, burn, and digest you.”
“In that order if you’re lucky,” Quinn replied, with a chuckle.
The fighter removed his helmet. He looked like he was ready to vomit.
“Relax. We won’t lose many in the initial assault,” she said.
“No?” the fighter replied, a hopeful look on his face.
“Nah, no more than eight or nine out of ten of us.”
Renner heard this and held up a hand. “Go in with dog tags, and come out with toe tags, baby!”
The young fighter barfed as Renner cackled. “Pop that cherry!”
The klaxon sounded for the second time and Quinn glanced outside. She could see the glider plunging into the dark turbulence that wreathed Hygiea.
Hayden stood and flung looks at the other Marines. “Get ready, Devil Dogs, it’s time!” he shouted. “Keep your aim steady and remember, pain does not mean you have a reason to be afraid. It means you’re dead, so you might as well take some scuds out with you!”
The Marines and resistance fighters answered with a resounding unified shout. The warriors reached and strapped on their individual parachute packs, ‘Raptor Chutes,’ Cody had called them. Parachutes secured, the warriors stood in their harnesses, staring down at the asteroid as the glider did a graceful arc over the landing zone.
Red lights on the ceiling blitzed to life. Quinn tensed, eyes closed, her lips silently reviewing the air order of battle, watching the quivering hands of the resistance fighters and then—
WHOOSH!
The drop-doors under Quinn and the others opened and the harnesses and concealed micro-motors shotgunned everyone into the inky blackness of Hygiea’s upper atmosphere. The darkness was disorienting for a moment as Quinn and the others fell away from the glider, dropping like rockets, followed by the metal cube filled with the battle drones.
Quinn plunged straight down, careening through the sky, scissoring her legs and arms for control. In seconds, she was a model of aerodynamic perfection, rocketing by at six hundred miles per hour, the friction from her descent creating an orange hue around her armored exo-armor.
The digital readout on her HUD altimeter lit up as she hit terminal velocity. Some of the other Marines were showing off, crisscrossing between each other as Hayden barked commands, ordering everyone to bring their hands close to their sides. Some of the Marines powered on their nitrogen gas thrusters, blasting down into position.
Some of the others, particularly Eli, struggled, but eventually were able to assume the proper locations, going into “Full Delta” dives, arms pressed to sides, head down, legs up. The group sliced by, space-diving toward the ground. They cut through the darkest part of the asteroid’s atmosphere, falling into a radical, downward descent, their speed continuing to build, Quinn listening to the howl of the wind as she plummeted toward the ground.
Giovanni watched the readouts for the others’ vitals despite having to maneuver his own descent. So far, all was well. He reminded everyone that it was essential to monitor the conditions outside upon landing, along with the viability of the micro-generator in their armor that would supply oxygen to them while on the asteroid.
The warriors sky-surfed toward solid ground, riding the wind currents when there was a concussive blast, a sonic BOOM! which signified they’d shattered the sound barrier all at once.
Quinn’s visor was fogged as she drifted through yellowish-green clouds, the ground below visible. She smacked the comms device on her helmet, which was often wonky, particularly at this altitude and rate of speed. She could hear Giovanni shouting. “BE READY TO PULL CORDS ON MY CALL!”
Quinn reached up for a metal ring on the top of her ‘chute, the ground only a few hundred feet below. She took it all in, the landing zone, the frozen lake that ended at what appeared to be a sweep of desert, the vast horizon demarcated by a towering rock formation that was barely visible—the location of the temporal totem. Still there were no heat signatures anywhere in sight, no evidence of the Syndicate, and so she allowed herself the slightest of smiles, and squeezed the metal ring. That’s when a burst of red appeared on her HUD and the first missile detonated, vaporizing one of the resistance fighters, mid-air.
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THE LANDING
Q uinn screamed as the missile ripped the fighter apart, the shockwave from the explosion rocking her sideways. She lost her bearings and control over what had already been a turbulent descent.
BOOM!
Another missile struck, turning the younger resistance fighter who’d barfed on the glider into bone-confetti. The missile’s kinetic blast hurled Quinn and the others sideways. There were stars in her eyes and her brain was pain-fogged. She could feel herself nearly blacking out, but instinctively tapped her HUD to deploy her parachute just in the nick of time.
The ‘chute deployed, violently yanking Quinn to the left as the asteroid’s frozen surface rushed up to greet her.
WHUMP!
Quinn landed hard, the metal studs on her combat boots providing traction as she hit the ice, which was so green it appeared black, resembling a never-ending sheet of obsidian glass. She slid forward and then found her feet, galloping across the ice, searching for the location that had fired the rockets. She fought for purchase with every step, the metal studs on her boots clawing at the ice, slowing her slide, keeping her from slamming face-first into the rock-hard surface until she came to a full halt. The metal studs retracted, and she balanced herself by kneeling.
She shucked her parachute and turned back to see the others doing the same, pulling out their weapons, readying to fight. Pivoting back, Quinn watched as missiles from Syndicate batteries, likely hidden within the ice, arced into the sky. She presumed they were being fired at the glider and prayed that Cody had enough sense to fly it out of range.
Eli was next to her, sprawled on the ice, enveloped in his parachute. Quinn moved to him and he rolled over, his face as pale as spilled milk.
“Pretty sure I crapped my pants on the way down,” he said.
She smirked. “Join the club.”
Quinn hauled him to his feet as the metal cube filled with the battle drones slammed into the ice. It opened and out flew two airborne drones that immediately ascended and began beaming back footage of the landing zone to the fighters. Eli and Quinn dashed to the cube as the three other drones, including the eight-foot battle machine, plodded forward. They turned and began leading the way across the ice. Quinn waved her arms, motioning for the others to follow.
In seconds, the other fighters were at her back, charging across the ice. The wind shrieked, and despite their advanced armor, everyone could feel the cold air. Explosions detonated all around, mushrooming up ice and snow.
“We’re getting hit hard down here!” Quinn said, over comms to Cody. “Can we get a hand?”
“Can’t get any closer,” Cody said. “I drop any lower you’re not gonna have a ride home.”
Another missile landed, blasting a resistance fighter sideways. The young woman flapped through the air and fell into a hole that had opened in the ice. Quinn lurched for the unlucky fighter who was struggling in the water, but the ice around the hole closed up an instant before she could reach her. Staring down, she saw the young woman gurgling, screaming on the other side of the ice. Realizing there was nothing she could do, Quinn slammed her hand into the ice and that’s when she saw it—the little tributaries of red visible a few inches under the ice. She stood back and peered down. The surface of the lake looked as if it had veins running through it.
“God almighty,” she said, to herself upon realizing what she was witnessing.
There were blood trails under her feet. Hundreds of tiny ribbons of blood that spidered between the bodies, the bodies of soldiers who’d died here at some point in the past.
She could feel the hairs on her neck stand at attention, the eerie sensation of déjà vu taking hold of her. Before she could fully process everything she was on her knees, wiping away the ice.
She could see them in full now, the dead lying frozen amidst a collection of blackened equipment, weapons and errant ammunition scattered like seeds. By the look of things, there’d been a tremendous battle fought here before, she could tell that now. How many bodies were under the ice? Hundreds? Thousands. Her hands were a blur as she continued to slash at the ice. The faces became clearer. Quinn was so focused on what she was doing that she didn’t even notice the other warriors who’d surrounded her. Hayden and Milo were calling out her name, but she couldn’t turn back, she wouldn’t.
“OMIGOD!” she screamed, hands covering her mouth.
“What is it?!” Milo shouted.
Quinn pointed and Milo and the others looked down to see it.
See her.
Quinn.
The body immediately beneath the ice looked exactly like her.
And there were other helmetless bodies that looked like Milo, and Mira, Renner, and even Hayden. Their mouths were open and their eyes wide and they were all very dead and staring up at the living. And below these bodies were other bodies, other corpses that looked just like Quinn and the others. These bodies were more ragged, older looking, the flesh sucked tight around their blue faces. How many times had it happened, Quinn wondered? How many times had they come here and failed?
The lifeless bodies lay in rivers of blood that appeared to have discolored the lake, giving the lower ice a dark color. She could see now that there were indeed likely thousands of bodies under the ice, suspended and ensnared with Syndicate soldiers and battle drones. The other fighters had noticed what she was doing, and were similarly staring down into the ice.
Quinn’s jaw locked. She cued the communications link on her helmet. “Cody, you copy?”
There was a moment of dead air and then someone coughed. “I’m here.”
Quinn panned her head back and forth, giving Cody a glimpse of the ice. “You seeing this?”
“Sure am,” he replied. “Can’t say that I’m believing any of it.”
“What the fuck is this?” Hayden barked into the side of Quinn’s helmet. “What the fuck kind of joke is someone playing on us?!”
“You hear that?” Quinn asked Cody.
“I did and I have no idea what’s going on,” Cody replied.
Quinn smacked her helmet. “Well, I do. I’ve got an idea.”
She turned her gaze toward the other warriors. “We’ve been here before.”
“Bullshit!” Hayden bellowed.
“We’ve fought this same fight and lost, Gunny,” Quinn replied, her voice strained. Cody was whispering something about the bodies being an illusion, so she powered down his voice. He was obviously clueless and she had very little time to bullshit around.
Hayden traded a long glance with Quinn. He lifted his rifle and peered at the others who appeared distraught. “This is straight-up psyops, people. Psychological operations, smoke and goddamned mirrors. If the aliens can build a starship, they sure as shit can plant these bodies or make it seem like they’re under the ice. They are trying to fuck with us.”
“Mission accomplished,” Eli said, raising a hand.
“I don’t believe it,” Hayden said, scuffing the ice to obscure the bodies. “I don’t believe in nothin’ but this moment right here and now.”
Quinn looked back down at the ice, terrified to see the plastic bracelet Samantha had given her, the one currently around her own wrist, dangling from the wrist of the body under the ice. She felt Hayden’s meaty hands grab and pull her up.
“I need you with me, Quinn. You hear me?!” Hayden bellowed.
Quinn shook off her shock and gazed into his fiery eyes.
“Got no idea what kind of voodoo bullshit this is, but we got us a job to do, Marine,” Hayden said. “We gotta get across this lake and grab what we came to find.”
“What if we can’t?” she whispered. “What if all of this was destined to happen?”
Hayden squeezed Quinn’s hand hard. She yelped.
“Did you know I was gonna do that?”
She shook her head.
“You didn’t know because all of this is new. This ain’t no rerun. We make our own goddamn realities, Quinn. Ain’t nobody else pulling the strings. This whole thing is fake fucking news and they’re tryin’ to play us, but I won’t let it happen. It’s time to go and bring the noise.”
Quinn hazarded a glance back down at the ice and something changed. Maybe Hayden was right. Maybe the Syndicate had concocted some elaborate psychological operation to sow doubt and fear, to dissuade anybody who landed on the ice from venturing across it. Anger welled up inside her. She grabbed her rifle, adrenaline flooding through every fiber of her body. She cued the communications link on her helmet.
“Give me some good news, Cody.”
“The Syndicate appears to have far fewer drones on the asteroid than I imagined.”
“How many?” she asked.
“Only around seven-hundred, maybe eight-hundred tops.”
Quinn sucked in a breath. “We’re hitting them head on and then we’re moving to the other side of the lake.”
“Affirmative,” Cody replied. “The coordinates have been downloaded. The totem is located on the other side of that mountainous region, at or around a cavern that lies beneath the alien’s original manufacturing location. If you make it through the first line of drones, you’ll be in the clear.”
“‘If?”
Cody cleared his throat. “I’m – that was just a slip of the tongue.”
“Watch and see how it’s done, doctor.”
Quinn killed the link and signaled for everyone to charge and they did, fanning out fighting through the icy mist at the backs of the battle drones. Soon the assault force was blitzing forward, braving incoming, increasingly heavy fire from hidden Syndicate positions.
Mortar and rocket rounds exploded, sending up geysers of liquid and huge chunks of ice. Miraculously none of the other warriors had been wounded or killed and then—
CRACKBOOM!
A mortar round landed and tossed a female resistance fighter, carrying a Hafnium rocket launcher into the air. The woman dropped the launcher and slammed into the ice, smearing across it, the blast having carved a divot in her chest. Quinn didn’t even know the woman’s name, but the fighter was mortally wounded, twitching in a crimson pool. Time and sound slowed as Quinn watched Milo appear and kneel before the woman. The fighter’s helmet had been wrenched off and there was puzzlement in her glassy eyes. The uncomprehending look of someone who couldn’t quite believe that they were dying. The woman’s chest heaved once and then fell silent and Quinn knew Milo was about to freak out.
“LET’S GO!” Quinn screamed, pulling him out of his daze.
Milo swiveled and grabbed the dead woman’s fallen Hafnium launcher.
“They ambushed us, Quinn,” Milo said, pointing down. “Time for a little payback!” he snarled.
Milo rose and fired his rocket which curled up into the air and detonated several hundred yards away. Something was apparently hit because there were secondary explosions followed by a mini-mushroom cloud of black smoke.
The others saw this and Milo ran forward, loosing a yell and windmilling his arm, as Quinn and the others followed. More mortar rounds landed, splitting the ice and Quinn was forced to long-jump a massive hole that opened in the dark lake. Alongside Quinn and the other warriors, the battle drones fired out their weapons at the obscured Syndicate positions even as the incoming fire destroyed most of the machines.
Quinn spotted a rocket whistling through the air, trailing a line of smoke. She covered her head as the rocket landed, detonating a few hundred feet away, partially disabling the last, and largest, battle drone. Quinn crawled over to the machine which was still heavily weaponized but unable to move forward. Shrapnel from the blast had penetrated its exterior and a little wisp of smoke rose up from the area around its control panel.
How’s she looking?” a voice said.
Quinn spotted Eli, hustling across the ice, slipping, falling, righting himself.
“Looks like the game’s over and we’re out of quarters,” Quinn replied.
Eli did a quick inspection. “She can still brawl, Quinn. She just can’t do it on her own.”
Quinn looked up. “What are you saying?”
Eli studied the drone again. “Gimme a boost.”
“What?!”
“Gimme a boost up!” Eli shouted.
Quinn did and helped lift Eli up onto the back of the battle drone where there were three metal rungs that a person could use to enter the single bubbletop that crowned the machine.
“You have any idea how to operate that thing?!” Quinn shouted.
“Just like driving my truck,” Eli replied. He popped open the bubbletop and scrunched himself inside before closing it and removing his helmet. Quinn watched him reach in a pocket and pull out a cigarette, his trembling fingers flaring a match. Lung rocket dangling at the corner of his mouth, Eli flipped switches, manually powering the drone to life.
Eli pumped his fist like he was pulling down on an air horn, the drone’s pistons thundering, the hydraulics whining. The machine maneuvered forward awkwardly for several steps and then—
WHAM!
An energized round from a hidden Syndicate weapon glanced off its turret.
Eli flinched and bumbled into the controls as the drone tottered and nearly toppled over. Quinn expected the worst, but was shocked when he grabbed the controls, cigarette smoke haloing his head.
“That’s it!” Quinn heard Eli shout. “You wanna mess with the bull, you’re gonna get the horns!”
He jammed the controls down and to the left as the drone spun around, ready to face the Syndicate lines even as more alien incoming fire rained down all around him.
Quinn winced, slowly opening her eyes, shocked that Eli hadn’t been ripped apart by the blast. She looked up to see him puffing away, grinning down at her. “LET’S DO THIS!” he shouted.
Quinn watched him spin the drone around and let loose with everything the machine had, firing out its mini-chain gun and rocket pods. Quinn pumped her fist and pointed as the other Marines and resistance fighters charged forward.
They took cover behind a snow berm and looked out over the lake, which was shrouded by a thick, dark fog. Forms were visible toiling in the gloom, fanning out, seeming to encircle the Marines’ position. Quinn poked her head up and watched the Syndicate soldiers and their drones pop out of spider holes they’d hacked in the ice. The holes in the ice, along with the multi-spectral camouflage that the Syndicate deployed, had likely been the reasons why nothing showed on the thermal imaging. They’d been hiding here, waiting for the Marines.
Quinn looked back at Milo as Hayden and Renner appeared, all three of them winded. Eli maneuvered the drone into a crouching position, waiting for the fighters to give him a signal. Hayden dropped to the ground alongside Quinn and peered over the berm. He and Quinn could see the Syndicate drones scurrying like crabs across the ice. It was clear now that they’d stumbled into an ambush. They were surrounded. She thought back on the bodies she’d seen under the ice and wondered how many times this had happened before. How many mistakes had they made in the past? How many times had she fucked up and cost the lives of everyone around her?
Renner tapped on the ice and began gently waving his hand. For a moment he looked like a conductor, guiding an invisible band. “You know what the difference between a good conductor and a bad conductor is?” Renner asked.
“No,” Quinn whispered.
“Emotion,” Renner said. “The good ones listen to the orchestra, they block out all other sounds and focus on the rhythm.”
“Yeah, that’s awesome, Renner,” Milo said, “but we’re kinda in the middle of a battle on a goddamn frozen lake.”
“You don’t get it, man. I can hear them,” Renner replied. “I can hear the sounds, I can hear the rhythm the aliens make when they scurry around like friggin’ roaches. They were down in the ice and now they’re crawling all around us.”
“Just like those insurgents back in Yemen,” Hayden replied.
Renner placed a hand to his helmet and peered into the lake’s icy haze. “Which means that once again, we’ve got ‘em exactly where we want ‘em.”
“We’re surrounded, numb-nuts,” Milo said.
“Exactly,” Renner added, angling a thumb at Hayden. “It’s like Sarge said before. Being surrounded just means no matter which way we shoot, we can’t miss.”
Hayden looked at Quinn. “What say?”
Quinn nodded. “Charlie Mike,” she replied. “Continue mission. Engage the enemy, move forward and find the totem.”
A harsh, metallic whining note echoed, making it sound as if the entire lake was an enormous machine that was just beginning to start up. Then came the recognizable screech and squeal of metal treads on ice and the clicking made by machines as they readied to attack.
“I see the fuckers,” Renner said, pulling the firing bolt back on his Parallax rifle. “I swear to all that is holy I can see the yellow of their beady little electronic eyes.”
“Stay frosty and remember our creed,” Hayden said.
“Shoot first,” Quinn said.
Milo looked over, pausing. “Wait, what? That—that’s it? That’s our creed?”
Quinn shrugged. “It was either that or ‘We’ve got a rendezvous with death.’”
“Okay, yeah, I like the other one better,” Milo said.
Quinn checked the downloaded coordinates for the location of the temporal totem on her HUD. She could see the Marines’ position and the images of the approaching drones from the footage being streamed by their airborne drones. There were so goddam many drones. More than Quinn could count. She was hopeful that the others weren’t witnessing what she was. She didn’t want them to lose heart. She signaled to them and they gathered around her.
“Please tell me it gets easier,” Mackie said, readying his rifle.
Quinn gestured forward. “We carve right through the middle of ‘em and keep moving to the other side of the lake,” Quinn replied.
“A quick and dirty, huh?” Mira asked.
Quinn nodded. “We’re gonna be in and out so fast nobody’ll ever notice.”
Mira smiled. “You sound just like my last boyfriend.”
Quinn jerked up. She grabbed the Hafnium launcher from Milo and made ready, screaming, “BURNING!” Ears were covered as Quinn triggered the Hafnium launcher. There was a burst of orange fire and then a rocket curled up and zoomed over the ice, detonating somewhere out in the fog. The report was louder than a cannon blast. A mini-mushroom cloud rose up and the ice was soon littered with bits of flesh and heaps of metal shrapnel. A cheer rose up from the Marines and resistance fighters as they hurtled over the berm and charged headlong toward the Syndicate lines.
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NEVER GIVE UP
Milo, Quinn, and the other fighters plunged through the fog and the fraying semi-darkness. Quinn tossed her launcher aside, clutching her rifle as they bulled forward, maneuvering around the detritus of what Quinn assumed now had been prior battles, the same ones that had somehow cost their own lives at some point in the past, she guessed.
They dodged machinery filigreed with alien etchings that protruded from the ice lake, implying colossal superstructures hidden from view. The exposed material was weathered, etched by the wind and the conditions, making it look hundreds, maybe thousands of years old. Quinn struggled with the concept of time, unable to completely process the impact of seeing herself back under the ice. To the extent they’d been trapped in some kind of time loop, how long had they been fighting?
Galloping alongside Milo, Quinn activated the applications housed in her battle helmet. Her display hummed to life, giving her 3-D situational awareness. There was integrated eye tracking and input from a variety of tiny cameras embedded in her armor, which was synced to her rifle. The helmet’s internal system detected Quinn’s head movements and sent the appropriate video feed to the HUD which allowed her to track and fire her gun simply by moving her eyes. And making a significant dent in enemy lines as she and the others fired away.
Giovanni’s voice resonated over comms. “We’re winning,” he said. “We’re actually winning.”
“Not quite,” Cody said from above. “There’re more coming.”
Quinn’s eyes ranged ahead until she could see the silhouettes of the monstrous Syndicate drones, capering just over a ridgeline. Cuing her helmet’s directional audio, she listened to the heavy breathing of her fellow warriors, the clack of tactical boots on the lake, the hydraulic groans of the largest Syndicate drones, the Reapers, as they tensed, readying to do battle. The ice seemed to snatch up every sound and amplify it a thousand times. There was a moment when time and sound seemed to slow—a beautiful beat of silence. But reality snapped back in with the suddenness of a punch to the face. Quinn knew the enemy was close, she just prayed that they wouldn’t have to face the biomechanical monstrosities they’d battled back in jungle during the initial stage of the alien invasion.
Suddenly, a figure jolted up in front of her. Some of the others gasped as a Reaper drone rose up to its full and terrible height, all fifteen plus feet of it emerging from a concealed hole in the ice fifty yards in front of the Marines. The drone just stood there, steam rising up off of its armor.
“Russian front, 1943,” Milo said, to himself, catching his breath, waiting for the drone to move.
Quinn traded a look with him. “Now is the not the time for a history lesson.”
“The Germans were caught by a wave of heavy Russian armor. T-34 tanks, a shitload of them. Guess what they did?”
“Lost, Milo. The Germans lost the friggin’ war. Hello,” said Quinn.
He shook his head. “They lost the war, but won that battle. They attacked with satchel charges, grenades, and mines. They kept themselves small and ran right between the tanks.”
“So you’re saying there’s a way we can win this battle?” she asked.
“Precisely,” Milo replied.
Quinn considered this. She looked up to see that the Reaper drone was changing colors, appearing matte-black, then whiter than sugar, its active camouflage engaging, the image of red fangs appearing on its nose for an instant. The machine began moving laterally, visible for an instant, flashing its armored body. This drone appeared to differ from the ones Quinn had seen back on the Syndicate command ship. It moved with greater precision and its bulky turret appeared to be grafted onto organic protrusions. She thought back on what Cody had said about the aliens sending down robots to remotely build weapons on the asteroid and wondered whether this was one of the newer creations. Maybe the goddamn things were somehow evolving.
She studied the drone’s legs, which were as thick as a dinosaur’s, its hulking upper body sheathed with meta-material armor that protected an internal, AI-infused brain stem that allowed the machine to reason and hunt and fight like an intelligent animal depending on the battlefield conditions. She was shocked when the drone dropped down onto its haunches. The machine seemed to paw at the ice, and its arms telescoped from its sides as cannons and rocket launchers slowly emerged from its turret. The drone looked pissed off and ready to kill.
It seemed to spot Quinn as it stared right through her. There was pure, unadulterated homicide in the yellow eyes of the two aliens that controlled the machine, seated safely inside the two raised bubbletops. Even though the drones operated largely by artificial intelligence, their energy had to be harnessed on occasion, like a jockey on the back of a racehorse. While she’d seen them function with only one controller on occasion (and often this controller was itself robotic), most of the drones operated just like the crew on an old Apache gunship: one navigator, one gunner, both aliens.
The Marines and resistance fighters raised their rifles and fired all at once. Balls of directed energy and sabet rounds scythed across the ice, glowing tracers followed in their wake. The Reaper dodged left and came up on its feet, returning the fire with a barometric missile that exploded fifty feet above the Marines, and seemed to set the air on fire.
Quinn dropped to the ice, watching the missile’s back-blast suck a resistance fighter off of his feet. The man was hurled fifty feet up into the air, his body breaking apart on the ice, leaving a greasy blood trail. Incensed by the killing, Quinn and others opened up again on the Reaper, riddling its exoskeleton with rifle-blasts, their rounds eventually finding the weak spots near the joints at and around the two bubbletops. They blasted apart its armor and killed the navigator as the machine collapsed onto the ice.
The other gunner squirmed out of the drone wreckage, bringing around a flamethrower that he unleashed on the warriors. There was no oxygen on the asteroid, but plenty of chlorine, an exceptionally strong oxidizer, which meant that the balls of flames from the flamethrower were enormous. Huge clouds of fire barely missed Mackie and Hawkins who returned fire, killing the gunner. Hayden stripped the flame thrower from the dead alien and gave the order to continue the assault even as dozens more Reaper drones appeared behind the one they’d just taken down.
Suppressive fire was laid down by Quinn and her fellow fighters, keeping the Reaper army at bay. The Marines had witnessed the drones in action before. They’d fought and trained with them. They knew that one of the few, and maybe only, weaknesses the Reapers possessed lay in the conflict between the machine’s artificial intelligence and the survival instincts of the alien controllers.
That is, the machine didn’t give a fuck if it lived or died, but most of the controllers did. If faced with a precarious situation, survival instinct would kick in and the controllers would likely go one way and the A.I. the other. Milo knew this and prayed that he’d be able to exploit it. His goal was to lay down some fire on the left flank of the drones, opening up the lake, making it dangerous for the controllers to maneuver their killing machines across. In so doing, he hoped to sow some confusion and use it as cover to attack.
Milo keyed up his HUD and ordered a focused attack on the left flank instead of spreading out the fire. Quinn used hand signals to gesture to Mackie, Hawkins, and Mira who broke off from the Marine assault. They swung out to the left and dropped to the ice, deploying Hafnium launchers and a mini-Gatling-gun-like plasma rifle that Hawkins unfurled from a backpack which began spitting darts of molten uranium, melting whole sections of the lake, setting several rows of Reapers ablaze. The Reapers were caught off guard, seemingly disoriented by the attack.
The line of drones broke for an instant just as Milo hoped they would. The Reapers were bottled up and they soon found themselves unable to effectively operate because of the holes in the ice. Several more were firing wildly, shooting down their own, the huge machines crashing into the ice, making it difficult for the others to track and fire at the Marines and resistance fighters.
Sensing an opportunity to use the confusion to their advantage, Quinn signaled for everyone to head straight at the monsters. The assault force ran full-bore, struggling to reach the ground directly in and around the Reapers, making it difficult for the machines to track and fire at them.
Soon the fighting was at close-quarters. Milo, Quinn, Hayden, and Mira were in the thick of it, firing out their guns, tossing ballistic grenades, listening to the sound of metal grinding against metal as the ruined machines collapsed on the ice, spraying machine oil and ropes of yellow blood.
Quinn was with Milo, the duo barreling forward, running between the mighty legs of one Reaper after another. Being the smallest, Mira and Renner weaved between the Reapers with the practiced grace of trained dancers, fingering tiny sticky-bombs as they slid. Mira flipped a pair of sticky-bombs to Renner who ducked low and flung them onto the legs of a pair of Reapers, bringing them down with controlled explosions that allowed the other Marines to finish them off with rifle blasts.
Quinn and Hayden led the fighters ahead, the Reaper drones spinning in all directions, firing erratically. Geysers of debris and chunks of ice filled the air as mini-rockets from the drones shrieked up and detonated across the lake.
Quinn dropped and slid between the legs of an approaching drone, firing up into the machine’s belly. She swung around and came up in a defensive crouch. She aimed at the drone’s bubbletop and riddled the navigator and gunner inside. The navigator slumped over the controls, sending the drone into berserker mode. Like a monster in an old horror movie, the drone rampaged wildly before falling into a hole in the lake.
Quinn turned to see another drone storming toward Mira and Renner. The Reaper swung out an arm that hit Mira hard enough to lift her off her feet. She hit the ground hard and slid across the ice, out of breath, but uninjured.
Quinn fired at the drone to buy Mira some time and it spun toward her. The monstrosity’s arm distended and out came a metal war hammer that was shaped like an axe head. The Reaper swung the hammer so violently it split the asteroid’s dense fog.
WHAM!
The war hammer grazed Quinn’s helmet and pistoned into the ice, opening a huge hole that nearly sucked Quinn in. She felt the edges of the hole giving way and dove to her right, spearing the barrel of her rifle into the ice, pulling herself away from the frozen liquid.
Elbowing herself up, she saw the drone leaping over the hole—
BOOM!
Landing on the other side. The Reaper turned toward her and—
THWACK! THWACK! THWACK!
A flurry of fire pounded it from behind.
Quinn rose to see Eli driving his smaller drone forward, slamming into the Reaper, knocking it back. The Reaper staggered like a boxer taking a hit, and then regained its footing. Its cannons roared, ripping pieces from Eli’s drone, taking out its legs. Eli’s drone fell to the ice, leaking fluids. The Reaper rose up over it, readying to bring its war hammer down on the bubbletop where Eli was visible and cowering.
Realizing she had seconds to act, Quinn signaled to Hayden who tossed her a bulldog pistol, a wide-barreled hand-cannon fitted with thirty high-explosive rounds. She commenced firing. Her shots slammed into the Reaper, drawing it away from Eli who was trying to extract himself from the wreckage of the downed drone.
Quinn fired out her pistol, blowing out a hydraulic cable on the Reaper’s leg. Crippled, the metal monster, now down to one leg, became like a wounded animal, swinging its war hammer at anything that moved. Defenseless, the machine pirouetted as Quinn ran forward and grabbed onto a section of metal rudders on the back of its turret. The drone bucked, the alien navigator and gunner fighting the controls, struggling to toss Quinn off the machine. She white-knuckled her handholds and pulled her pistol around, realizing she only had a handful of rounds left. With one final surge of adrenaline she brought the pistol around and aimed and fired, point-blank, at the drone’s brain stem.
A great gout of yellow liquid followed by a furious cloud of friction sparks. The drone began smoking, jerking wildly, the alien controllers inside unable to control the Reaper’s forward movement. Quinn was terrified to see that the Reaper was staggering toward the hole in the ice.
“SHIT!” Quinn screamed.
She could sense the drone losing its grip on the ice and then it was falling forward. Quinn rode the drone down toward the black opening in the ice.
At the last second, she planted her feet and launched herself into the air.
She slammed onto the ice at the edge of the hole as Hawkins and Mackie dove and grabbed her wrists, pulling her to safety. Quinn crouched on the frozen lake, chest heaving. Hayden pulled her up as they assessed the battlefield. They had lost several fighters, but the Syndicate had lost much more.
There were dozens of destroyed drones lying smoking and strewn across the ice. The silhouettes of Syndicate soldiers and drones could be seen in the distance, but for the moment, the Marines and resistance fighters were in the clear.
Milo helped Eli out of the destroyed drone, then blew imaginary smoke from his rifle.
Quinn allowed herself a moment to savor the victory. Her joy was tempered, however, by the fact that they’d lost several of their own while only putting a small dent in the Syndicate forces that were guarding Hygiea. Undoubtedly, there would be dozens, maybe hundreds, of additional drones sent out to hunt them down. Still, they’d made it this far and that was something … the smallest of victories, but a victory still. She exhaled and looked up as Milo moved toward her.
“We did it,” Milo said. “Even if only for the moment, we beat the bastards.”
He took another step and then the ice disappeared under his feet.
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UNDER
Without thinking, Quinn dove into the opening in the lake that Milo had fallen into. Even with her armor, the water was incredibly frigid and dense, like diving down into a pool of plasma. The weight of the armor and helmet sucked her down into the lake’s watery depths. She was mindful of the oxygen reservoir in her armor, cognizant of the fact that this much pressure could reduce her overall oxygen levels.
The micro-generator in her armor worked by taking in the asteroid’s abundant chlorine dioxide, and isolating its oxygen atom. The oxygen atom was then combined with a de minimis amount of carbon dioxide to make oxygen, which was then recirculated through the armor and helmet via a nearly imperceptible network of nano-tubes. While this worked well on land, Quinn knew that her supply of breathable air underwater was limited.
The water swirled down below her as she scissored her legs, fighting for any sign of Milo. The farther down she descended, the denser the darkness became, and soon Quinn could only see a few feet in front of her. She was terrified that at additional depths her helmet, which had always proven air tight before, might be compromised. She twisted her body and looked back up. The light from the opening grew smaller and smaller. She worked to cue her HUD, but the device wasn’t functioning properly. If she had any hope of finding Milo, she’d have to risk everything and dive down on her own.

BACK ON THE lake’s surface, the Marines and resistance fighters were on the lip of the hole, peering down into the water. Hayden watched the edges of the hole slowly beginning to close up, the liquid refreezing before his eyes.
“Get the goddamn flamethrower!” Hayden shouted.
Hawkins grabbed the Syndicate weapon and brought it over.
Hayden fumbled with the weapon, trying to ascertain how to power on the two tanks and trigger the ignition system. He pressed the flat surface of the weapon and a blue flame appeared at the end of the flamethrower’s nozzle, igniting some of the chlorine in the air, casting off tongues of flame.
“GET BACK!” Hayden shouted.
The others did and he triggered the device, launching a ball of burning fuel into the still open hole. The effect was almost instantaneous and Giovanni and the others cheered as the ice melted and the hole reopened. Hayden eased back on the flamethrower’s trigger, hoping like hell that Quinn would resurface before he had to melt the ice again.

WITH THE RISK of compromising her equipment and oxygen reservoir, Quinn dove blindly down and caught sight of something shimmering in the gloom. It was a fragment of light bouncing off a set of Syndicate armor. For a moment Quinn believed it might be a soldier who’d fallen through the ice at some point in the past, but then she saw a hand waving at her. Kicking her feet, she swam down to see Milo wedged, arm-first, in a fissure in a mountainous wall of ice.
She hovered alongside him, grabbing his arm, trying to free it from the gap in the ice. Milo worked with her so that, the two pulling together, freed him. Quinn turned and pointed toward the surface, but realized it was too late. Her best educated guess was that they were down to less than thirty seconds worth of oxygen and the hole in the ice was so far away.
She gripped Milo’s hand and she could tell by his movements, by the way that he just bobbed alongside her, that he also had realized they had no chance. But then he reached down and pointed at his boots and Quinn remembered the compressed nitrogen gas cartridges. She had no idea whether the gas would function at all given the conditions, but it was something. It was a chance! She signaled to Milo, gesturing at their boots and he nodded.
The two struck the backs of their boots against the wall of ice, over and over, struggling to activate the canisters and then—
The cartridges burst forth and Quinn felt like she was strapped onto the back of a rocket. The water foamed behind her and she grabbed Milo’s wrist as they shot up through the lake. The liquid rushed past the pair who were launching up toward what was obviously, a very narrow hole in the ice. Quinn was screaming inside the HUD, fighting like hell to control her momentum so that she didn’t veer off and smack into one of the sheets of ice that hemmed her and Milo in. She prayed that they’d have enough gas in the cartridges to hit the hole before it closed up.

ON THE SURFACE, the ice had nearly frozen over the hole again and Hayden was standing, his finger curling around the trigger when he saw them. Saw what looked like walruses rising up under the ice.
“What the hell?” Hayden muttered, to himself.
He dropped to one knee and squinted, gaping at the ice when—
WHAM!
Quinn and Milo jettisoned up and out through the hole in the lake. They nearly took Hayden’s chin off as the big man fell back on his ass. Quinn and Milo landed off to his left. They smashed down onto the ice and skidded to a stop. Hayden pushed himself up, following the Marine and the resistance fighters over. He could see that Quinn and Milo’s armor was slicked with ice, but they were moving and alive. Hayden slid forward, damn near tackling the two, throwing his giant hands around them.
“Jesus, girl, how ‘bout next time you decide to go for a swim you let me know!” Hayden shouted.
Quinn shouted and hugged him as he pulled her up. Before they could celebrate the moment, however, Giovanni tapped Hayden on the shoulder. Hayden looked back and up at him.
“You’re gonna wanna see this, Gunny.”
Hayden helped Quinn and Milo to their feet. The three looked out over the lake. The entire horizon was filled with Syndicate drones, hundreds of them. The drones were likely a quarter mile away, but closing fast. It was unclear whether they’d spotted the fighters.
“Can’t these fuckers give us a hot second to celebrate?” Hayden said.
“They are on us like ticks on a hound, brother,” Eli added.
Giovanni lifted a Hafnium rocket as did Hawkins and Mackie.
“If they want to crash our party, let’s give ‘em a welcome,” Giovanni said.
The warriors lifted their Hafnium launchers and fired them simultaneously. Quinn stood back, admiring the arc of the rockets as they soared out over the lake and detonated. The explosion birthed a fireball that buckled the ice in one ear-shattering upheaval, great sheets of it splitting apart. Dozens of Reaper drones vanished into the murky depths of the lake as Quinn raised a fist and shrieked with joy.
Then she turned and Hayden pulled out his ruggedized scanner which revealed that they were very close to the other side of the lake, the area where the path toward the hidden temporal totem was located. Quinn pulled up the map on her HUD. She could see the temporal totem blinking green. The mist subsided and she pointed at the mountainous region and the strange, barely visible formations that loomed ahead. The totem was supposed to be located on the other side of them.
She powered up the communications link with Cody.
“We’re across the lake,” she said.
“Which means you’re close to the shortest route to the totem,” Cody replied. “It’s a shortcut really.”
“Wish us luck,” she replied. “Just make sure you’re at the exfiltration spot or your ass is mine.”
“Don’t tease me,” Cody said, before the link went dead.
Quinn held up a clenched fist, then gestured to the ground that lay before them.
“There’s a shortcut that way! All we have to do is hit the path on the other side and find the target and then we’re gonna get the hell out of here!”
The other warriors cheered before moving out.

CODY WATCHED HELPLESSLY on his viewer screen as intermittent explosions sickled Hygiea’s upper atmosphere, the gaseous cloud that haloed the rock, the result of the unstable chlorine and chlorine dioxide which had been set ablaze by several Syndicate ground to air missiles. The bastards were still firing at him, Cody thought. While the asteroid didn’t have a proper atmosphere, the fact that it had gravity and functioned more like a dwarf planet allowed it to draw in a variety of gas, hence the chlorine and chlorine dioxide clouds, which were easily detonated by the alien ordnance.
Several things worried him as he watched the glider’s A.I. controls pilot the craft over the surface of the asteroid. He was scared about being downed by a Syndicate rocket and of losing contact with Quinn and the others. Communications were largely a crapshoot given the conditions, and if the fighters got into a bind, there was little to no chance that he’d be able to assist them. He felt helpless in the glider, circling around, watching the others do the real work, the dirty work, down on the ground.
Cody knew he had to keep an open channel as long as possible, but the higher the glider climbed, the more scattered communications became. That was basically his job at this point. A glorified getaway vehicle. He wanted to be inside the Syndicate base when Quinn and the others found the temporal totem, but he was overruled. “Too valuable to the cause,” Hayden had said. And Quinn had agreed. Besides, if they didn’t get the totem off Hygiea in the glider, whatever they learned from it wouldn’t matter anyway. Still, he couldn’t help but wish he was down there to help in some way.
Lost in his thoughts, worrying, Cody had no choice but to wait out the battle. If he got any lower, they’d lose their ride.
That’s when an alarm sounded and an explosion buffeted the glider. He franticly looked to the readouts. It hadn’t been a direct hit, just a strike a few thousand yards off the glider’s port side. Considering the vastness of the gaseous clouds, it was more luck that they got that close than that the ship had just barely avoided the impact, which gave Cody an idea.
He veered the ship around and headed straight for the location of the explosion. Once there, he engaged reverse thrusters at a low level and then forward thrusters. Just enough to keep the ship in the same space as long as possible, to essentially execute a hover in space.
He surmised that the Syndicate batteries were firing into the sky in grids, that there was a method to their madness. They didn’t know precisely where the glider was, but hoped to smoke him out with random patterns of missile fire. In point of fact, what they were trying to do was eliminate the places where the glider wasn’t. It was a gamble for sure, but worth it nonetheless. In all likelihood, the aliens would fire blindly, obliterating the sky, trying to track the glider down while hopefully running out of ammunition. And when they did, Cody would engage in a little shake-and-bake, and guide the glider down into the area where he planned to extract Quinn and the other fighters.
Sure enough, less than a minute after Cody had repositioned the ship, another alarm sounded and another blast erupted two thousand yards away. Cody looked to the readouts. He needed one more explosion to be sure his theory was right. Exactly a minute passed, followed by a third alarm and a third explosion in the distance, farther away this time.
Cody checked the readouts again. Exact same distance between the third explosion and the second as there was between the second and the first. The alien gunners were making a grid
in their hunt for him. He was right! His smile slipped away and he began to wonder how he’d known this.
It was just a hunch wasn’t it? He’d spotted a pattern and made an educated guess. Yes, that had to be it! But something gnawed at him, the feeling it might be more than that. The tiny hairs on the back of his neck stood at attention when he caught his reflection in a faraway window and something, some inhuman yellow light that seemed to beacon from his eyes. He blinked and looked back and the light was gone.
Nervous, sweat dripping down his back, he turned back to the glider’s controls. He was safe right now, but if the aliens got wise to his maneuvers, all bets would be off. He eased himself down in a chair and studied the screens before him, praying that Quinn and the other fighters made it to the totem before the aliens figured out that he was onto them.

AT THE SAME time that Cody was contemplating issues of survival, Quinn and Giovanni were leading the Marines and resistance fighters across the remaining section of lake. They stopped at the far shoreline which was crowned by an ice formation that rose up in front of them. The formation appeared to have been created eons ago, back when some molten, lava-like substance had ruptured the surface of the asteroid. The lava had apparently punched through the ice and then froze again, leaving a forest of what looked like stalagmites.
“Keep moving!” Quinn shouted. “There’s not much time!”
They continued on through channels in the ice formation until they reached a section of solid ground. Here was a vast sweep of what looked like limestone karst, an ancient raised reef that had been pushed up by a million years of weather and tectonic action. The entire area resembled a kind of crude cityscape, spiky skyscrapers of sharpened stone rising up hundreds of feet into the air like the horns on some great beast.
“Okay, so I’m gonna be the first to say it,” Renner said. “I’d like to skip the shortcut and take the long way around.”
Several others laughed nervously and nodded. Quinn and Milo swapped looks. Quinn bobbed her head in the direction of the shortcut. “This is the only way,” she said.
Milo kicked at the ground. “You know what I’m about to say,” he whispered.
“You’re welcome,” Quinn replied. “Teamwork makes the dream work.”
Milo shook his head. “I was gonna say I’m really pissed that you came back for me. You could’ve jeopardized the entire mission, you idiot.”
“Marines don’t leave anybody behind. Even jackasses like you.”
Milo just stared at her. “You know what I mean, Quinn. What we’re doing here is bigger than any one of us.”
Quinn snapped the firing bolt back on her rifle. “I’ll take that under advisement.”
She turned to head out, but he grabbed her arm. “I still think you’re an idiot, but … thanks.”
“Don’t mention it,” Quinn said.
“Hey, Quinn,” Milo said, tugging on her arm. “Hold on.”
She hesitated and he gestured back across the ice. There were drones, likely hundreds of them, advancing forward.
“We are seriously outnumbered and outgunned,” he said.
“So it’s just like every other time,” she replied. “We either stay and die, or we take the shortcut.”
“In which case our deaths are likely just delayed, eh?” Milo answered.
“At least it’ll be on our terms.”
Quinn looked out over the Marines and resistance fighters. She realized they’d had differences in the past, but that was behind them now. They’d come this far and would have to go a little farther and so she did like she’d done so many times in the past when faced with seemingly insurmountable odds. She gave herself orders. She would lead them through whatever lay ahead and finish the mission. They’d find the temporal totem and then she’d find a way to get the hell off of the asteroid. They’d do that or die trying. Everyone checked to make sure their weapons were loaded, and then Quinn grabbed up her rifle and ran into the maze of sharpened stones as the others followed.
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ESCAPE FROM SHILOH
There were two choices if you wanted to watch a movie in the blue room that had been set aside for kids at Shiloh. A dreadful cartoon called “Invertebrate Buddies” that centered around a group of anthropomorphized shellfish, or an old Scooby Doo cartoon. On the day that the glider left for Hygiea, the children had voted for Scooby Doo. Samantha lounged on a beanbag next to five other kids, ages five to thirteen, rolling her eyes at the episode, a particularly ludicrous one featuring Scrappy Doo, who she’d come to loathe. ‘Crappy Doo’ would have been a more appropriate name she thought to herself.
“Anyone ever wonder why the villains at the end are arrested?” she asked.
Several of the children looked back at her. “I mean they were just scaring people with masks and costumes,” Samantha added. “How’s that even a crime?”
The only adult in the room, a rotund resistance fighter in his late forties, named Ted Lewis, groaned. “Can’t we just enjoy the cartoon, Samantha?”
“But it doesn’t make any sense.”
“It’s a cartoon,” Ted replied, leaning forward as if to emphasize the point. “It’s not supposed to make sense.”
Samantha shrugged and turned away. She glanced at the exit door. She’d been cast down here by Comerford and a few of the others who were adamant that she was not to be around the command center while they communicated with her mother and the others during the assault on the asteroid.
“I’m going to hit the head,” Samantha said. The other kids had no idea what she was talking about and turned back to the cartoon.
Samantha exited the room and hooked a right, easing down a narrow corridor. She had absolutely, positively no plans to use the bathroom, she just needed an excuse to bolt. Watching cartoons was for, well kids, and she didn’t really consider herself one anymore. Besides, the recirculated air down at the bottom of the silo was stale and sometimes smelled like old people and older books and urine. She heard snatches of conversation from a side hallway and loped down. On the other side of a metal door that was cracked open she could see Comerford and the others stooped over communications gear.
There was lots of static, but she could distinctly hear the voice of Cody relaying information back about the mission. It was impossible to tell the details, but then Comerford glanced over and she startled and ducked back down the hallway. Worried that they’d find and send her back to the friggin’ Scrappy Doo torture room, Samantha decided to head topside. She found a metal staircase and headed up, catching some glances from a few resistance fighters going the other way.
She reached an upper hatch and pushed it open, taking in the day’s cool air. There was activity on the other side of the base near a few of the outer buildings. Samantha squinted and saw the resistance fighter named Xan and several others. They were loading gear into a primer-splotched Nissan Pathfinder SUV, which had been modified with sections of metal baffles that ran on the sides from the front wheels to the back.
Samantha twirled the piece of string around her wrist and then moved across a long strip of blacktop. Xan and the other fighters were alternating between loading ammunition in several rifles and tossing assorted gear into rucksacks.
“Where are you going?” Samantha asked.
“Outside the wire,” Xan said, not even looking back.
“I figured that.”
Xan pocketed a satellite phone and looked over. “Then why’d you ask?”
Samantha was silent and the fighters continued to stack and pack what looked like enough material for a long range patrol.
Samantha pointed to the SUV. “You got any extra room inside that bad boy?”
“We’ve got height and weight requirements,” Xan replied.
“Yeah, well, I punch above mine.”
Xan stopped and looked back down at Samantha. “You’re Quinn’s kid aren’t you?”
Samantha nodded.
A strange smile played at the corner of Xan’s mouth. She looked off into the distance, then back to Samantha. “We can squeeze you in if you want to come, but we aren’t taking responsibility for your safety.”
Samantha smiled and climbed aboard, contorting her body to fit into a bench at the very back of the SUV. “So what’s the plan?” she asked.
“We’re going out to recon an area down past South Greeley,” Xan replied. “There’s been some activity reported.”
“What kind of activity?” Samantha asked.
“The unusual kind,” Xan replied, slamming the door shut.

EVEN ASSUMING there were tunes to listen to, the SUV’s radio was busted, so Samantha stared outside at the desolate landscape. Even before the invasion not many people called Wyoming home and after the attacks, those that had been around scattered like rabbits. She’d heard that many of the locals, who were naturally hardy people, had taken to the mountains to sit things out. Others had sought shelter in the FEMA camps that had initially been established down near Denver before the entire area had been bombed by the Syndicate during those terrifying days directly after the initial invasion.
They drove on into the arid land of the High Plains, motoring up Highway 85, swerving between a few abandoned cars and several tractor-trailers that lay off on the shoulder, jack-knifed and torched, either by the aliens or teams of bandits and scavengers that purportedly had been operating in the vicinity over the prior few weeks.
Samantha leaned back and heard several conspiracy theories being shared between Xan and the other fighters seated beyond her—two men in their thirties with what looked like prison ink and shags of brown hair, and a woman with a long face like a shovel whose right eye nervously ticked.
The shovel-faced woman rubbed what appeared to be rosary beads and ran the conversation for a good twenty minutes, blaming everything at first on the Russians. “The Russians got this malware called ‘Fire Eye’ that they used to shut down the utilities and whatnot,” she said, before turning to the possibility that the entire thing was a false flag operation.
“Oh, hell yes, they’ve done it before,” the shovel-faced woman said, smacking her hands together. “Anybody ever heard about Operation Northwoods? They planned to blow up part of the country and blame it on our enemies. True fact. Look it up. It’s the Deep State, the Gray State, all the way.”
“But we’ve seen them,” one of the men countered. “We seen the goddamn aliens. We’ve fought ‘em.”
“Sure, yeah, but it all could be special effects,” the shovel-faced woman replied. “For Crissakes they hired that famous director and he done the same when they faked them moon landings.”
“Maybe they’re like vampires,” Xan mused. “Maybe somebody high up in government invited the aliens in, and now they’re not gonna leave.”
“Why would anybody do that?” Samantha blurted out.
All eyes rotated back in her direction.
“Because there are powerful people and interests that control and shape the world,” Xan replied. “And these people have made agreements to orchestrate world affairs. They do things that are right before your eyes that you don’t even know about. They likely cut a deal with the aliens to share our resources in return for their technology. And the aliens double-crossed them.”
“So it’s all a big secret then?” Samantha asked.
Xan nodded.
“But the three of you probably couldn’t even keep secret what you talked about in here for more than a day,” Samantha said.
“What the hell’s that supposed to mean, kid?” Xan asked.
“It means you gotta disbelieve a lot to believe a little. You gotta believe that thousands of people can keep secret stuff that impacts everybody on Earth. That’s crazy.”
Xan read Samantha’s look. She wasn’t buying it, so she leaned back over the rear seat. “If you’re so smart, what do you think happened?” Xan asked.
“Maybe the aliens messed up,” Samantha said. “Maybe they’ve got a way to alter time, but the reason they’re doing it is because they screwed up somehow.”
“Right, and we’re the crazy ones,” Xan replied, rolling her eyes.
“Chronology Protection Hypothesis,” Samantha muttered.
Xan glanced back. “Come again?”
“It’s this theory someone had once upon a time. When I was on the road in Ohio an older guy named Hudgins told me about it. Everybody else said Hudgins was crazy, but this man knew what was going on. He said it’s possible to go back in time, but what messes you up is that some other power wouldn’t let you do it.”
“What? Like God?” the shovel-faced woman asked.
“More like nature, ma’am,” Samantha replied. “Basically that some natural power would intervene to prevent you from screwing with the past. Maybe the aliens found a way to theoretically mess with time only they didn’t count on something else stopping them from doing it.”
“So they keep coming back?” Xan asked.
“Is that too hard to believe?” Samantha replied.
Xan shared a look with Samantha and Samantha knew, sensed might be a better word, what she was going to scream next. She felt a tingling sensation and noticed that the string on her wrist was vibrating.
Xan’s mouth dropped open. “GET DOWN!”
Samantha felt a disturbance in the air and then—
WHACK!
A bullet pierced the windshield and slammed into the throat of the driver, sending the SUV swerving out of control.
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THE STUFF OF NIGHTMARES
Blood sprayed the windshield as the dead driver draped over the wheel, the horn blaring. Xan made a move to him, but she was a fraction too late. A chorus of screams filled the SUV as it veered across the road at 90 mph, before striking a shoulder barrier.
Samantha heard a front tire explode like a gunshot blast.
The SUV immediately swerved left and down an embankment and came up the other side, going airborne. The vehicle was launched forward and the last thing Samantha saw was a gas station and several other businesses off in the distance. Then the SUV landed hard and rolled over with dust and debris, filling the interior of the machine, the dead driver pinballing over the shattered windshield.
Tethered to her seat, Samantha sat for several seconds, stars in her eyes, breathing ragged. She felt what she initially thought was a rope of sweat running down her forehead, but then she blotted it and her hand came away red. Inching a finger up, she felt a surface laceration. Her eyes jitterbugged when she saw the shovel-faced woman with her head hanging at a horrible angle, and she knew she must be dead.
The two men were groaning and Xan already had a knife out, cutting them free from their seat belts. She maneuvered back and cut Samantha free.
“We need to go now. They’re coming,” Xan said.
“Who?” Samantha asked.
“The ones that did this to us.”
The four figures crawled out of the ruined SUV and flopped onto the hard earth. Xan staggered back and grabbed their rucksacks and weapons as—
WHACK!
A bullet ricocheted off the top of the SUV. Xan ducked and rolled as Samantha looked in every direction. She could see the road, up over the other side of the embankment, and the gas station and the immense trucks.
“Shit!” Xan said, bringing her rifle around.
The trucks were visible down the road, a cluster of what looked like men dropping down from their beds, guns in hand. Somebody had already laid their rifle across the hood of one of the trucks and was pouring fire down at them.
Xan rose and fired out her gun. Samantha saw several things all at once. She witnessed Xan’s bullets scatter most of the ambushers. Several did not evade Xan’s attack and paid a heavy price. The top of the skull of one attacker vanished in an amber spray and two more were gut shot, crumpling to the ground, writhing around before their bodies stopped moving. The return fire had bought Samantha and the others a few seconds, but it wouldn’t last.
“We need to get to the gas station!” Samantha shouted, nearly breathless. “It’s the only cover!”
Xan nodded and was about to move out when Samantha grabbed her arm. “I need something to fight with.”
“You’re just a kid,” Xan countered.
Samantha glared at Xan. “Right now you need every fighter you can get.”
Begrudgingly, Xan fished in her rucksack and handed Samantha an aging machine-pistol. “You know how to use it?”
Samantha examined the gun, pulling the firing bolt back. “I’m a quick learner.”
The four took off on a ragged run, keeping their heads down as bullets stitched the dirt all around them. The bandits who’d ambushed them were trying to cut them off before they reached the gas station. Samantha spotted a figure in a hoodie hurtling down the embankment and she opened up with her gun, riddling the attacker who fell forward into a ditch.
Looking back up, Samantha saw that she’d fallen behind. The two men were running off ahead of her while Xan was crouched on her haunches, satellite phone pressed to one ear. Samantha wheeled around and galloped forward with everything she had. She saw one of the male resistance fighters rise up and fire his weapon only to catch a round in the face from one of the bandits. The bullet reversed the resistance fighter’s nose into his skull and he toppled back into the dust.
The sounds of combat filled the air. The shrieks of the bandits, the staccato fire of the guns. The fog of war had descended over everything and once again, Samantha felt like she was really alive. She could sense every fiber in her body firing at once, could feel her muscles powering her forward. She heard the sound of incoming firing, the buzzing of the bullets that cleaved the air over her head. There were obstacles ahead, ditches, a few rocks, but it was as if she sensed them before she reached them, able to slide-step past the obstructions before—
BOOM!
An explosion detonated just up ahead.
Samantha surmised one of the bandits had loosed a rocket-propelled grenade. Whatever it was, it atomized the other male resistance fighter and sent up a plume of dust that blinded her momentarily.
Staggering like a losing prize fighter, Samantha pushed forward and collapsed behind a pile of rocks. Looking up, she realized she was at the back of the gas station, which was attached to a car wash and what looked like a grocery store. Xan was nowhere in sight, but she could hear the shouts of the bandits growing closer.
Muscling herself up, Samantha took cover inside the car wash. She slipped between the cleaning contraption’s oversized rollers, sliding down the conveyor that had once pushed cars through. Peering out of a begrimed window she spotted several figures, the bandits. They were roaming the area outside, looking for her. Her eyes fixed on one of the attackers who pulled off a ski mask to reveal an older man, bald as a stone, a deep scar wriggling like a stream from his forehead to his chin. The man barked out orders to his comrades, gesturing to the car wash.
Realizing she’d soon be spotted, Samantha crabbed back and crawled through a broken window. By some stroke of luck, she was able to pick her way unseen into the grocery store where she tripped over a cluster of canned food that was still lying in one of the aisles.
Crouching, she checked the magazine on her weapon. She was down to five rounds. Five rounds and there were at least seven bandits outside. The math was not good. Footfalls echoed just outside. Samantha dropped to her stomach and crawled like a snake down the main aisle of the grocery store. She was surprised to see that it was largely intact with barely a hint of having been plundered after the invasion. Off to the left of the main aisle was a stall still full of moldering fruit and on the right was shelving still heavy with canned vegetables.
She took a step and a gunshot rang out.
“Stop where you are!” a man shouted.
She did.
Then stilled herself and slowly swiveled around.
The bald man with the scar was eying her from the far end of the grocery store. He had a rifle up and was aiming at her.
“Drop the fucking gun!” he added.
She didn’t and three more men appeared.
Bandits.
Two of them were in their forties, but the final one was a kid, probably only a few years older than Samantha. Maybe it was their drab clothing or the fact that they were huffing and puffing, nearly out of breath, but she wasn’t scared of them. She was just annoyed that they’d been able to ambush them.
“You hear me?!” the bald man said, waving his rifle.
“My ears work just fine,” Samantha replied.
“So drop the goddamn gun!”
“Not until you drop yours,” she replied.
“You killed one of our people!” one of the other bandits yelled.
Samantha shrugged. “That was self-defense.”
“That’s what you say,” the teenage bandit hissed.
“Well, of course that’s what I say, dumbass,” Samantha replied. “I’m the one talking.”
The bandits exchanged looks and then the bald bandit squeezed off a single shot. The bullet wavered the air near Samantha’s ear, close enough almost to kiss it.
“The next one goes through your left eye,” the bald man snarled.
Samantha dropped her gun, the bad guys a hundred feet away from her. She took a step back and that’s when she felt it. A nearly imperceptible pulse radiating from the ground, like the sensation that might presage an earthquake. Next came a terrific shudder that coursed through the entirety of the structure, rattling the roof, shaking the walls. Something inside her whispered to get down. Get down now! And so she did as—
BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!
Controlled explosions filled the grocery store on either side of her. Before she covered her face she watched cans of food detonate like explosives, the moldering fruit blasting apart like grenades. A section of tin can scythed past her cheek and shrapnel filled the air. Samantha pressed herself down and rolled under an overturned section of shelving, hands over her ears.
The blasts continued unabated for several seconds, mixing with the screams of the bandits and then all was silent save for the moan of a man who sounded as if he was in agony. Several seconds later this sound ceased and Samantha haltingly levered herself up.
The interior of the grocery store had been obliterated. Glass was everywhere, and there were gaping holes in the roof and walls. The bandits had been tossed in various directions, as if swatted down by a giant hand. Most of them lay bent and broken, little tributaries of blood running from their bodies, snaking across the off-white vinyl flooring. Somebody else had done this, she immediately thought. Somebody had fired something, but what? Grenades, yes, had to be. Somebody on the outside had fired into the store. She’d seen the cans explode, seen the fruit ripped apart like dynamite.
Who had the power to do that?
She had a sudden scary thought that it might have been the monstrosity from her nightmares and it frightened her, so she picked up her machine-pistol, swiveled and made for an exit door. That’s when the footfalls sounded. They were coming from the other direction and she gaped back and saw him. Saw the dark figure at the rear of the grocery store. He was standing as still as a statue, clad in what looked like a religious robe of some kind. There was something, some insignia on the front of the robe. What appeared to be a red snake devouring itself, tail first. Samantha raised her gun.
“Stop where you are!” she shouted.
The figure did. And then it raised its arms which were long and milky white and something, some pulse of light spiraled forward and slammed into Samantha lifting her off of her feet. The man, this thing, had come for her, she thought while sailing through the air. The dark one from her nightmares had come to do something terrible to her!
The air rushed past in what seemed like slow-motion, and Samantha craned her neck to see the grocery store’s plate-glass window rushing forward to meet her. She screamed, throwing up her arm for protection when—
WHUNK!
She came to a jarring stop.
Still suspended in mid-air. The sensation was like being in a harness, but she was unable to move her extremities. It was as if they’d gone to sleep. Then there was another feeling, like a vice being turned around her midsection and now she was moving, being manipulated. Some invisible force was rotating her around to face the figure, who was approaching from the rear of the store.
“By these signs you shall know my works,” the figure said, gesturing to the destruction, to the bodies of the bandits.
“Who a-are y-you?” Samantha stuttered.
“I am the one who was always here,” the figure replied. “I am memory.” The thing, and Samantha would come to learn that its name, among countless others, was Hadrian, drew near and Samantha watched its features distort, the welted flesh on its bald head and disfigured face somehow being cosmetically reassembled into something else. What looked like a woman with unblemished flesh that might have been cast from porcelain. Hadrian, in this guise, was achingly beautiful, but the dark eyes remained. The ones that glimmered like two little fires at the bottom of a cave. Samantha looked into them and her throat tightened, because there was no hint of humanity.
“What do you want?” Samantha asked.
Hadrian smiled. “Much.”
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A GLIMPSE INTO THE PAST
The vice-like grip around her torso tightened and Samantha felt herself being squeezed. She exhaled as Hadrian twisted a long wrist repositioning her so that she was levitating, some ten feet off the ground looking down at the floor.
“I’ve been watching you for a long time,” Hadrian said. “Before you were born, the powers and principalities of the universe set you apart.”
Samantha’s momentary shock had worn off and been replaced by something else. Anger, even a bit of annoyance. She assumed Hadrian was part of the alien invasion and was going to kill her and so if she was going to be crossing over, she would not go lightly.
“I know you’re an alien and all, but none of what you said makes any sense at all,” she said, spitting the words out.
“You’ve seen me before,” Hadrian said.
“Nope, but I’m pretty sure if I did I would’ve—”
“Remembered that face,” Hadrian said, finishing her sentence.
Samantha’s jaw drooped as Hadrian continued, “Don’t tell me you haven’t had premonitions yourself during moments that felt like what you might call déjà vu. You were about to ask me how I knew what you were going to say, yes?”
She nodded slowly.
“Because we’ve done this twenty-seven times before,” Hadrian replied. “Different loops
with different resolutions. Sometimes I let you live, other times I saw you die, but not once did I show you that which is going to be revealed now.”
Samantha’s eyes widened. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“I came here to show you the truth,”
“I know what the truth is. You and your buddies invaded our planet and mucked it all
up.”
“Now you need to know why.”
“Doesn’t matter why,” Samantha replied, “it just matters that it happened. So how ‘bout you let me down so we can settle this, me against … whatever you are.”
Hadrian didn’t respond, choosing instead to rotate his fingers. Samantha was horrified to see that the walls and floor had simply fallen away and it was as if she were lying suspended in the deepest part of the ocean. A grid of some sort appeared on the floor, scribed in silver. To Samantha, it looked like a blueprint, a cross-section of the universe, something that instinct told her was too complex for her mind to comprehend just yet.
Next she saw what resembled a million different doorways of various shapes and sizes within the grid and then Hadrian turned his wrist again and one of them opened. The vice-like grip around her released and Samantha felt herself being shoved forward by a blast of air. Then she was falling, straight down, as if she’d stepped off the edge of a skyscraper.
Air rushed past Samantha as she corkscrewed down into the opening before coming to a stop on what looked like a colossal plain, a broad field of darkness illuminated by what appeared to be spokes of lightning. She was bobbing in the air, in the middle of what she assumed was deep space. Samantha could sense Hadrian at her side even though she couldn’t see him. He seemed to be above and around her all at once.
“What is this place?” she asked.
“The center of everything. The point from which time itself unwinds,” Hadrian’s voice answered from somewhere off in the shadows. “Count yourself lucky, girl. You are one of the few to see it. The Imago Dei, the image of God.”
BOOM!
A red ring with a darkened interior exploded out in the distance, birthing a rope of fire that formed itself into the image Samantha had seen on Hadrian’s robe, the snake devouring itself.
“It is a universal symbol,” Hadrian whispered into Samantha’s ear. “A symbol found in your world and mine. Something we gave you.”
“Who are you?” Samantha asked. “Who are you really?”
“The last of my kind,” Hadrian replied. “A warrior priest sent out amongst the stars to recruit fighters for a holy war.”
Samantha tried to look back, but was held in place. She could barely move her head from side-to-side more than an inch or two. “A holy war against what?” she asked.
“Against a power that has the ability to humble even him who set the hands of time in motion.”
Samantha looked up and the red snake opened its mouth. She peered into its maw and saw a blast of fire and then the snake’s mouth peeled back as if to swallow her whole.
“What’s happening?!” she screamed.
“The past is being peeled back in loops,” Hadrian replied.
Samantha watched the snake’s mouth expand, bringing darkness and then the ground under her opened like a black hole. Everything unfolded, the fibers of time collapsing, the past unfurled. She was only twelve but Samantha experienced her first existential moment, she became truly aware for the first time of how insignificant she was in the grand scheme of things. Her eyes followed ill-defined forms toiling down in the gloominess, flickering, like an old movie projector beamed against a darkened wall. Distorted images flowed past her, ghost-like apparitions, sinuating, giving off a strange, eerie wind chime sound as they fluttered by.
“We have been going back into the loops, finding those that might help us win the war,” Hadrian said.
Samantha heard the echoes of combat next, the thwack! of stone and wood against bone. The ill-defined forms took on the visages of fighters from a time before memory. Archaic humans, pre-Homo Sapiens, doing great violence to each other in a broad field of tawny grass.
The images changed to scenes of a more recent origin, great armies fighting across the globe, tanks, planes, helicopters, precision guided munitions creating waves of fire that swept across everything, leaving a limitless expanse of gray dust. And then things rose up from the dust. People, cities. The sun and moon shot through the sky, strobe-like, flashing day and night and then there was an explosion in the sky.
Samantha watched the sun sheer off, peeling apart like an onion before winking out. The Earth went cold, frozen, the sun long gone, the world a vast, lifeless sheet of ice. She could see figures dressed in spacesuits forging across frozen oceans, being tracked by mechanized drones. When this was occurring she had no idea, but for a moment she thought she knew one of the figures.
And then these images flickered to scenes from her life as a child, eventually flapping forward, like a person thumbing through an old collection of photographs. She watched herself age with her mother and then events of the invasion could be seen. She was shocked to see herself cut down while running away from a mechanized drone in one image, witnessed her body vaporized in an airstrike in another, while in a third, she caught the bullet in the SUV that cost the life of the driver. She wanted to look away, but couldn’t, staring at her own death in various loops of time before a final set of images appeared.
There was one item that suddenly caught her attention. She feared letting Hadrian realize she’d noticed it, but there was no loop of string in any of the scenes. Her eyes wandered to her wrist and there it was, the single strand given to her by Eli. She paused at that moment, at the threshold of imagination, pondering what all of it meant. She surmised the lack of string meant that what she was watching was fluid, not fully formed events, not yet solidified. If the events were not set in stone, then that meant they could be changed. And if they could be changed, there were endless possibilities which filled her with dread and wonder all at once.
A final image appeared, something that took place in space. Samantha could see the Syndicate armada … and then came a flash of light, powerful enough to blind her for a moment. There were other things in the inky blackness of space, other craft, larger and more powerful than the Syndicate armada. More flashes of light and now the Syndicate ships were on fire, blasted apart, pinwheeling down toward the Earth.
The fighting raged in the air and on the ground and Samantha saw Hadrian in the middle of it. His arms were flung out to the sides and he was confronting a phalanx of bio-mechanical attackers. Hadrian lifted his arms and the ground opened and every inanimate object in sight, exploded, tearing the attackers to pieces. Syndicate soldiers surged behind Hadrian who led them on a mad dash forward into the attacking forces, everything swallowed up in a ball of flames. The Syndicate seemingly defeated, the attackers commenced an attack on the Earth in full, which obliterated the entirety of the globe in what seemed like mere moments. Everything the Syndicate had done, all of the bad acts witnessed by Samantha, paled in comparison to this new attack.
“What was that?” she asked.
“The end of everything,” Hadrian remarked. The images flashed out and Samantha remained, suspended in mid-air.
“You defeated us and then someone, that other power, defeated you?” she asked.
“Yes,” Hadrian replied, and Samantha couldn’t help but chuckle.
“Yeah, well, serves you right,” she said.
BOOM!
A fireball burst and Samantha covered her eyes and cried out. When she opened them, she was back in the grocery store, still suspended in the air.
“Why did you save me?” Samantha asked.
“Because you are unique,” Hadrian said. “You know what I speak is true, for you have always felt it.”
“Always felt like what? A freak?”
“You possess the ability to harness powers you dare not dream of, girl.”
“That’s a lie!” Samantha shouted.
“How was it that you were the only one who could use some of our technology? How was it that you downed one of our gliders with only a pistol?”
“Just a lucky shot,” Samantha replied.
“You will help us snatch victory from the jaws of defeat, “Hadrian said, ignoring her snark.
Samantha began to feel drained and frightened. She looked into Hadrian’s eyes, which were shimmering like the tips on a pair of knives.
“You’re the devil aren’t you? I mean, I was right before wasn’t I? We died, all of us, and you’ve come to do something with me.”
Hadrian pointed at a series of things lying strewn across the floor. Four moldy, sugar-coated donuts that had been liberated from a plastic serving container.
“Did you know that a substance in those—sugar—has an energy solidity that is four times that of the explosive called TNT? Each of those objects,” Hadrian said, gesturing at the donuts, “have the same kinetic density as a stick of dynamite. The problem is that sugar doesn’t release its power easily. Not unless you have the right trigger.”
Samantha looked up. “Is that what you are? Some kind of walking, talking trigger.”
Hadrian quirked what she thought was an eyebrow. “Raise your hands, Samantha.”
“No, no way am I going to do anything you want—”
“Do it now!” Hadrian commanded.
She wouldn’t and so Hadrian curled his wrist and Samantha felt a pulse of energy pricking the heels of her feet. The energy wormed its way up over the knobs of her spine and into the back of her head. Her arms suddenly burned and swung out involuntarily, and she thought she was going to vomit. Samantha tasted metal and then her nose began bleeding and the inanimate objects all around the store began rattling, as if somebody was shaking them.
“Finish it,” Hadrian said.
She swallowed a ball of metallic mucous and the room began to shake and undulate, and then every muscle in Samantha’s body contracted all at once and—
BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!
The objects began exploding, blasting holes in the walls, the ceiling, gouging the floor. The detritus of the explosions rocketed past her head and then, utterly spent, she hung her head. She angled her chin up and Hadrian was standing before her.
“You are the one we were looking for,” Hadrian said.
“Screw you,” Samantha said, weakly.
“When the time is right, we will be reunited,” Hadrian said.
Samantha wanted to curse him out, but the force that was holding her up, vanished. She dropped a few feet to the ground and lay there, curled up in a fetal ball, her arms throbbing as if they’d been sunburned.

AT THE OTHER end of the store, a figure crouched. The figure had not witnessed all of the interaction between Hadrian and Samantha, but she’d seen enough and recorded several seconds on an old cellphone. Xan, the blood drained from her face, sat on her heels, absolutely dumbstruck. What the fuck had just happened?! What in the holy hell had she just witnessed? It looked like some guy out of a comic book, some arch villain in a black robe had been holding Samantha up in the air as if she was a puppet on a string. And the explosions!
Xan was certain she wasn’t hallucinating when Samantha triggered the mini-blasts that nearly tore the grocery store apart. She massaged her face, wondering what to do. She could see Samantha lying there on the floor, panting like a whipped dog. Should she go to her or do something else entirely? After all, it was clear that Quinn’s daughter was what? In league with the aliens? A mole? A traitor to the cause? Something worse than that? Xan fingered the stock on her rifle and gave serious consideration to shooting Samantha down. She was just a kid, but she threatened everything that the resistance had fought to build.
Xan flipped her weapon’s safety off and raised it before a sound echoed.
The roar of a car.
She turned back and poked her head out of the rear of the grocery store. There were two SUVs idling up on the road. Several men and a few women had dismounted from the machines and Xan tensed, thinking they might be bandits. But then the man in the lead, hopped down an incline and Xan was shocked that she recognized him. It was Luke!
She swiveled and Samantha was right there in front of her!
Xan jumped a few inches into the air.
“Were you there the whole time?” Samantha whispered.
Xan was several inches taller and outweighed Samantha by fifty pounds, but she felt herself shrink in the girl’s presence. “No,” she said, weakly.
“What did you see?” Samantha asked, her gaze narrowing.
“N-nothing,” Xan stuttered.
Samantha paused, and then brushed right past her. Xan watched Samantha head out into the light, waving her hand. Luke shouted back and Xan stood there, watching Samantha being greeted and escorted back to the SUVs. She wondered what had really happened and whether, in taking Samantha back to Shiloh, they were condemning to death every man, woman, and child that lived there. She knew at that moment that she would likely have to act before it was too late.
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GLORY IN DEATH
Q uinn led the Marines and resistance fighters through the forest of upraised stone. They shuttled between the spires of stone and pulled themselves over naked slabs of rock. Here and there they witnessed what looked like more of the lava-like substance gurgling up from clefts in the shelves of stone followed by geyser-like bursts of steam.
Hayden was energized, maneuvering out in front of Quinn. She watched him dance between the pools of lava with preternatural fluidity. Quinn wasn’t about to let Hayden steal her thunder and so she willed her body into a higher gear. She launched off the balls of her feet and lunged forward, stepping up her pace until she was even with Hayden. Nothing tactical or strategic about it. Just needed the visual image of her being on par with her male counterpart. The higher the two climbed, hauling themselves up the rocky side of an embankment, working toward the reverse of a hillside, the more energy they seemed to gain. Built that way. And the target was near. On the other side of the hillside, Quinn could see the damned thing on her HUD.
The Marines had no trouble keeping up, trained, conditioned, and battle-hardened. Some of the resistance fighters, however, were fatigued after the battle on the lake. Quinn turned and looked back and saw Hawkins, Mackie, Mira, and the others dragging.
Quinn alighted onto a bunching of rock and spun around. She could see the Syndicate horde, led by the Reaper drones along with the airborne Swan drones, closing on the warriors. The machines had exited the lake and were funneling through a pass in the forest of rock, rolling forward. Some of the airborne drones lifted up into the air while the others clambered over the rocks like mechanical crabs. It was only a matter of moments before she and the others were spotted and targeted.
“SET YOUR EXPLOSIVES!” Quinn screamed.
She jumped down and worked with Hayden, pointing out the best locations to plant what little explosives were left. Quinn watched Renner unspool a length of metal wire and run it between a handful of sticky bombs that he secured at ankle height. Next she saw Mackie and Hawkins remove a Hafnium rocket and dig a shallow trench, the men clawing with their hands at the rocky soil. They placed the rocket nose down in the trench, directly underneath a ballistic grenade that they covered in a few inches of sediment. The alien drones were so heavy that even a nearby footstep would likely detonate the grenade, triggering the Hafnium rocket. Quinn just prayed they were far enough away when the rocket exploded.
When this was finished, Quinn ordered the fighters to toss aside everything but their armor, rifles, and a single Hafnium rocket launcher. The warriors did so and then moved in two ragged lines upward. They heaved themselves up over jagged ice rock and past strange constructs that were evidence of some long-lost alien civilization. They clambered over structures that looked like abandoned temples and around a great point of metal that protruded from a cropping of rock like the apex of a cathedral.
Quinn reached for a handhold when the ground shook.
BOOM!
A missile landed just below the warriors, showering everyone in debris. Quinn glanced over her shoulder and the ground beneath them was covered in drones. Her stomach knotted. There were so goddamn many of the alien machines, massing like fire ants, drawing close to the areas where they’d placed the booby traps. She watched the airborne drones begin swinging around and up. They had two minutes, maybe less, before the booby traps were triggered.
“THEY’RE COMING!” Quinn shrieked.
The warriors turned and fired down onto the approaching drones, strafing, removing spent magazines, re-magging, and then strafing again. The drones returned fire and in a flash it was like being in the middle of a cyclone. The air filled with a humming, as if a million pissed-off bees had been loosed from their hives. Quinn watched shards of rock and shrapnel scythe past, some of it whacking off her helmet. But when it hit her, she noticed Eli struggling to keep up and away from the blasts. She grabbed him by the shoulders, heaved him up and over a difficult ledge, and shoved him forward.
“GET TO THE TOP!” she shouted.
The warriors scrambled higher, passing the stretches of sharpened stone until they were crawling up over monoliths that were curved and without angles. There were no cracks, no ledges of any kind as the warriors shot holes into the rock and pulled each other up. Quinn looked back to see Mira helping Milo up atop the rock they’d just traversed, reaching a hand down. Quinn cursed, they were moving too slowly. If the drones triggered the booby traps now it was likely they’d be caught in the curtain of fire themselves.
She dropped straight down and grabbed Mira who pulled on Milo. Quinn turned and dug her free hand into the ground, willing the three upward. Rockets and missiles exploded to the left and right, saved from certain death only by providence and the design of her armor. She looked up and saw Hayden and the others at the top reaching down to offer assistance. A final look back showed the hillside and skies filled with drones.
Quinn screamed and lunged upward as Hayden grabbed her arms and—
The air seemed to crackle, as if they were standing under electrical wires. Quinn could feel a pulse down under her and then—
WHUMP-BOOM!
The brutal energy from the tripped booby traps powered up over the hillside with such propulsive force that it hurled Quinn, Milo, and Mira over the top of the ridge. They slammed into Hayden and the others, everybody collapsing in a heap. Looking sideways, Quinn was shocked to see little fires burning on the ground, flames licking pieces of the drones that had been jettisoned into the air after the blast.
She turned and moved on her stomach and looked back down the hillside. Quinn immediately thought that the ground where the drones had just been resembled one of the lower rings of hell. The ground was blackened and a whirlwind of fire smothered everything. Several of the larger Reaper drones were still recognizable, the machines twitching and flailing, the alien navigators cooked alive in the machines’ bubbletops. Serves them right, Quinn thought to herself. After all the death and destruction they’d brought, it was high time the Syndicate learned what it was like to suffer.
“Hot damn, that has gotta hurt,” Renner said, dropping down next to Quinn. “The bastards are getting broiled like shrimp. I bet we took down over fifty of the fuckers.”
“You know what they call that?” she asked.
Renner shook his head.
“A good start,” Quinn answered, smiling inside her helmet.
The blast had saved their asses and bought them some more time, but the Syndicate wouldn’t stop. More drones were visible out on the lake and this time when they came, the Marines and resistance fighters would not be able to greet them with any booby traps. She crabbed back and cued her communications link.
“Front row seats to the show, Cody,” she said.
There was a burst of static and then Cody’s voice was audible.
“What a glorious sight to behold. Bad guys are down by sixty-five drones by my count,” Cody replied. “Only four-hundred and fifty-seven or so to go.”
“Always the optimist.”
“You’re there for reasons other than kicking ass,” Cody said.
“Yeah, well, it’s like I’ve said before. I only know how to play the game at one speed,” Quinn said, recognizing that Cody was right, realizing she had to keep her eyes on the prize.
“Then you better find a way to shift it into higher gear. You’re close, but I’m beginning my descent in fifteen minutes.”
“We’ll meet you at dust off.”
“God speed,” Cody said, as the link went dead.
“MOVE OUT!” Quinn shouted, pushing herself up to her feet, gesturing to the other warriors. Hayden and Renner acknowledged her, but several of the others, including Mira and Hawkins didn’t move. Their posture denoted that they were Sensing the need to heighten their resolve, Quinn panthered the space in front of them.
“We’ve taken out more Syndicate drones than ever before, but that’s not what we came for!” she shouted. “We didn’t come here to do battle, we came to take something from the enemy! We came to secure our future! If we stop now, if we leave with nothing, we’ve failed!”
No one spoke up. No one questioned her. No one supported her. Her words echoed and then fell silent. “Aye,” Milo finally said.
A moment passed.
Then Hayden raised a hand. “Aye!”
This time, Mira nodded and raised a hand.
“Aye,” she said, and several other resistance fighters joined in.
“Aye,” Milo said, again, and this time, the rest of the Marines agreed and repeated in unison, all at once.
“I only need a few,” Quinn said, “But I’ll take all you bastards!” Her voice rose as roars erupted from the warriors. They’d only been waiting for her to be sure of herself, and now she was. She could lead them. She could win. She could take what was needed. And it had to happen. Or nothing else mattered.

THE WARRIORS TUMBLED down the ridge line’s reverse side, sliding down a wall of compacted soil. They slid onto what looked like a dry river bed. The ground here was soft and they ran in a single line down a slope, between banks of what appeared to be multi-colored sand dunes.
The river bed dropped several degrees and soon the warriors were dashing by sinkholes and unquenchable fires that erupted from fissures in the ground. Quinn was on point, leading them into a kind of natural tunnel that dilated into a high chamber.
Eli fought to keep up, heaving as he ran. But Mira and Hawkins took turns helping him along. Mackie, meanwhile, swift and built for endurance, kept stopping, looking back, and making sure the rear was still safe. Keeping a watch on everyone’s six.
They emerged from the chamber and slithered through a psychotic warren of stones that were sharper than razor blades. They bypassed forks and false paths and juked beyond a menagerie of colossal bones and petrified body parts that were larger than cedar trees. They reached a chasm bridged by a pillar of fossilized ice and lava and crossed, only to be met by a cliff with a stupendous overhang.
At the bottom of the cliff, beyond a slope, was a plateau and in the middle of it was what appeared to be a vast, industrial complex. The warriors picked their way down a cliffside, some sliding, others tumbling down into the plateau. Quinn jogged with heavy legs through the outskirts of the complex. She nosed around rusted machining equipment and oversized industrial gadgetry and power stations and what looked like solar-powered generators. Here and there were alien-crafted warehouses and manufacturing areas, bays laden with parts and tools that appeared to have been abandoned.
“I don’t like this place,” Renner said.
“Seriously bad ju-ju,” Hayden replied.
“Looks like a fucking ghost town,” Hawkins said.
Quinn checked the map on her HUD and she realized they were close to where the temporal totem was buried. In fact, the totem appeared to be just up ahead, on the other side of a raised strip of a material that resembled asphalt. She calculated that this was the spot where the Syndicate landed and offloaded the self-replicating drones that had built much, if not all, of the site. But what the hell had happened to everything?
Quinn mounted an embankment aside the airstrip and gasped. On the other side was what looked like an immense boneyard, a field of parts and equipment and machines that lay strewn about, stretching almost to the horizon. She could make out the forms of myriad drones and other equipment, and even a few Syndicate landing craft along with the skeletons of at least two arc gliders.
“Let me be the first to ask the obvious,” Milo said. “What the fuck happened here?”
Quinn stopped in front of the rusted carcass of a Reaper drone. The thing lay on its side, covered under a fine sheen of dust. How long it had been lying here she couldn’t tell, and it didn’t really matter. What concerned her was the drone’s turret. The bubbletops had been pried off. Quinn leaned in and noticed indentations near the bubbletops. What looked like … teeth marks?
“Please tell me that ain’t what I think it is,” Hawkins said.
“That’s just weathering,” Quinn lied.
“Weathering my ass,” Mira replied. “Something destroyed this place and ate the fucking drones for lunch. They popped the tops off the big ones like they were eating clams.”
The warriors formed a circle and studied the ghostly complex. Nothing stirred. Quinn could sense the fear and paranoia spiking in those around her, particularly the resistance fighters. She cued the communications link in her HUD, but was unable to raise Cody.
“Be cool,” Hayden said, panning with his rifle. “Everyone be real cool. We are close to the target.”
Quinn turned and pointed to a spot in the distance near a metal tower. “It’s right there!” she shouted.
Without hesitation, she plowed across the boneyard, her HUD signaling that the temporal totem was just up ahead, close enough to toss a rock at. She smiled. The end was in sight. All they had to do was secure the totem and then drop down over a switchback and they’d be at the spot where Cody would extract them. They’d come this far, there was no way they’d fail now.
She took another step and checked her map. She was standing in the spot where the totem should be. Then she peered down at the sand around her feet and realized it was here. It was somewhere, buried just under their feet.
“WE’VE GOT A SPIKE!” Renner shouted. “WE ARE NOT ALONE!”
Quinn didn’t slow, didn’t even really process what this meant, she was too busy looking for something, anything, some sign of a passage that led down into the ground. She stumbled forward without recognizing that the ground in front of her was shifting, opening up.
A swirling vortex emerged in the sand out of which rocketed the head of some monstrous form with a gaping maw that opened, flashing crude, metal teeth the size of small swords. The mouth opened and slammed and seemed to hiss at Quinn. The thing was so ghastly looking that it didn’t seem real for a few seconds. Quinn just stared at the thing in stunned silence, not recognizing that she was moving forward. The ground around her feet was shifting, the sand rippling. She was falling forward and threw out a hand to stop her forward progress, but it was too late. Quinn felt herself plunging down into the sinkhole when something grabbed her back. Hands clutched the scruff of her neck, the area between her armor and helmet and Quinn felt herself being lifted up and pulled through the air as gunfire broke out.
Quinn hit the ground and looked up to see Hayden peering down at her.
“We got company, lady,” he said.
She nodded. “I heard.”
“And it is one ugly motherfucker.”
Hayden pulled her to her feet as the creature emerged out of the sand like a sea serpent. The monster appeared to be partly biological and partly mechanical. It was the size of a school bus with a long tail and legs made from polished metal that Quinn surmised had been pried loose from the deserted manufacturing facility.
What looked like tentacles fashioned from a metal conduit blossomed from its bloated torso that appeared taken from some living creature along with its multiple heads. Quinn could see that the skulls had been divested from the bodies of various alien creatures who’d been unlucky enough to venture past the thing’s lair.
The metal and flesh were yoked together via lengths of wire and tubing, everything held together by some kind of webbing that snaked over everything like a hungry vine. Quinn assumed that this thing had somehow been created and had run amok, destroying everything else at the site. It was also, standing between the warriors and the temporal totem.
The warriors continued to fire at the construct, their rounds chewing into its soft midsection. Black gore spewed from the gaping wounds as Quinn worked around the side of the thing. She watched it unfurl its tentacles, snapping the metal conduit like bullwhips, knocking Hawkins back on his ass.
Quinn kept her head down and dashed through the sand, careful of slipping into the sinkhole. She consulted her HUD and dropped to her knees and that’s when she saw it. Shimmering in a hole at the back of the spot where the construct had been hiding. A staircase, an opening that led down into the ground. She could see that there was something in the sand, some metallic chute that curled down toward what looked like a structure. That’s where it was! The aliens had hidden the totem in some secret facility in the ground.
“Draw the thing off!” Quinn shouted.
“How the hell do you advise we do that?!” Mira screamed in return.
“Improvise!” Quinn replied.
Hayden waved his arms and the construct jerked out of its spider hole. The beast flopped onto the ground and wildly struck out at the warriors. Quinn measured her breaths and then dropped down the side of the sinkhole. She kept her heels planted in the sand, careful not to lose balance. She prayed that she’d have enough time to reach the staircase before the monster noticed what she was doing.
The sand was up to her knees, but Quinn didn’t stop. She rode the edge of the sinkhole down even as the walls around her began slowly tumbling down. It felt like she was in the middle of an hourglass and the grains were collapsing all around her. If she didn’t react quickly, she might lose sight of the only way down to wherever the totem was. That, or she’d simply be completely swallowed up by the sand.
Quinn jumped and reached out a hand.
Her fingers kissed the edge of the staircase.
But she couldn’t grab it.
A wall of sand fell sideways, partially blocking her view. She could hear the sound of gunfire, the metallic scream of the sand serpent, and the shouts of the others as they battled with it. The din was overwhelming, but Quinn smashed her hands into the sand and felt something. She grabbed blindly and pulled herself forward to see the edge of the staircase.
Turning back, a wave of sand fell atop her and for a moment she was blinded. She couldn’t see and the sand’s weight was overpowering. Even with her helmet, she felt suffocated, the sensation akin to heavy weights being placed across her chest.
She kicked and punched her way through the sand which continued to spiral down. Quinn realized she was at the bottom of the vortex. She slammed her rifle into the sand and used this as a kind of crutch, torquing herself up. She stood on the staircase and that’s when the monster turned back toward her.
The metallic serpent was bleeding profusely and was missing parts, but it was still very large and very angry, and exceedingly deadly. Quinn took a knee, balancing herself against the staircase. She emptied out her rifle, blasting apart the construct’s many heads and tentacles until the thing collapsed on the ground, just over the rim of the sinkhole. Its severed appendages whipped around like a headless snake.
She watched Renner mount the back of the beast and jam his last sticky-bomb inside one of its wounds. Everyone took cover as the bomb exploded, shredding its remainders, and sending flaps of metal and flesh high into the air.
The blast subsided and Quinn rose. Her adrenaline was beginning to ebb, but she was relieved to see that the sinkhole had stopped collapsing. She signaled for the others to join her and they did, sliding down the sides of the hole, all of them save Milo who stayed atop the hole, keeping watch.
“IT’S DOWN UNDER US!” she screamed. “WE HAVE TO FIND THE WAY IN!”
The warriors used their rifles as shovels, digging at the sand. Renner and Hayden tunneled down as Mira, Hawkins, and Eli pushed the sand back. Slowly, very slowly, something emerged underfoot. A circular slab of metal with what looked like a turn-wheel bolted on top of it.
“We’re in!” Hayden exclaimed.
He grabbed the wheel and began wrenching it. Milo started shouting and Quinn looked back to see him waving his hands. “THEY’RE COMING!”
Quinn struggled up the edge of the hole. She dropped to the ground and followed Milo’s line of sight back in the direction from which they’d originally come from. The cliff and the slope were full of Syndicate drones, hundreds of them.
“Goddammit! Do those thing ever give it a rest?” she asked.
She wheeled around and slid down the side of the hole where Hayden finally loosened the turn wheel. He pulled back violently and a hatch opened into a chamber buried under the sand. There was no time to hesitate, no time to debate and so Quinn brushed past him and grabbed the edges of the metal and traded looks with Hayden.
“We got no idea what’s waiting for us down there,” Hayden said.
“But we know what’s waiting for us up above,” she replied, pointing back toward the advancing drones.
Hayden nodded. “Fuck it.”
Quinn snapped a light on the side of her helmet and swung her body down into the opening and let go. She fell several feet and hit a floor, falling sideways. Panning her helmet, she saw that she’d fallen into a room whose roof, walls, and floor were comprised of a shiny metal. The space was completely empty and for that, Quinn was thankful. She checked the map on her HUD which provided a schematic of what she could now see was a vast network of chambers and tunnels running under the sand.
She pulled back the firing bolt on her rifle and moved toward a circular opening on the far wall as the other warriors dropped down after her. Hayden was the last one down, making sure to close the opening and retighten the turn-wheel.
Quinn navigated via her HUD, setting off down a metal pathway that sloped into the ground. Her helmet provided some light, although there was a strange bioluminescence, a string of what looked like purple pearls that ran on either side of the pathway.
The map revealed that the totem was up ahead, perhaps two hundred yards. The pathway curled down and around, spooling to a colossal antechamber that was lit by more of the bioluminescence. The antechamber was several hundred feet wide and its ceilings were somehow fifty feet above the floor. The space was littered with banks of dormant equipment and a large machine that was connected to piping that ran up toward the surface.
There was sufficient light to allow Quinn and the others to see that the large machine was ten feet by ten feet, and comprised of a shell of olive-colored metal with a translucent door. A conveyor belt stretched between this machine and an even larger device that resembled an oversized hopper. Mounds of raw materials were visible in the hopper, lengths of metal and other alloys and what looked like plastics.
“This is where they did it,” Milo said.
Quinn looked back to see Milo admiring the large machine. “This is an industrial printer. This is where the drones were able to make more of themselves.”
“What? Like them broomsticks in that Mickey Mouse cartoon?” Renner asked.
Quinn nodded. “‘The Sorcerer’s Apprentice.’” She remembered the movie well as it was one of the few animated movies that Samantha enjoyed. Of course it was also one of the scariest, which is why Samantha probably liked it.
“So where are they then?” Hayden asked. “If they built all these self-replicating machines, where the hell’d they go?”
“Maybe that monster upstairs ate ‘em,” Renner offered.
“Yeah, maybe,” Quinn replied, trailing off, something telling her that that was not at all what had happened.
“Yeah, this is all very interesting,” Mira interjected, “but I’d like to know where the totem is so we can get the hell out of here.”
Milo nodded. “I second that.”
Quinn scanned the map on her HUD. The totem was on the other side and down what looked like a short flight of stairs. They were almost there. She took a step and froze. What the hell? She ceased all movement and something moved peripherally. It was almost as if … the darkness itself was shifting. She closed her eyes and opened them. The ceiling was indeed shifting, the entire goddamn thing seemed to be alive.
“Up,” she said, softly at first. Then, with more vigor, “Look up!”
They did and wished they hadn’t.
The roof of the antechamber was covered in drones that were chattering and beginning to dislodge themselves from their hiding places.
“So that’s where they went,” Renner said.
A few heartbeats and then the shooting started.
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HAIL MARY
“RUN!” Quinn screamed, while firing her rifle at the ceiling.
Gunfire echoed off the walls as the drones dropped like spiders from the roof, whizzing down on metal leaders. The machines were octagonal, matte-black, and had raised, mini-turrets grafted onto four hydraulic legs that gave them the appearance of armored crabs. Arms emerged from the sides of the drones as some continued their descent, while others skittered down the walls on either side of the antechamber.
One of the resistance fighters, a young girl, was instantly snatched up into the air. Quinn fired at the drone that seized her, but was too late. She watched the girl shrieking, windmilling her arms as the drone ascended up into the murk near the ceiling. There was nothing that could be done to save her as she was eviscerated by the machines that immediately swarmed all over her. Quinn turned away as the girl’s final, strangled cries faded.
“The bastards,” Quinn hissed, aiming, shooting down three more of them.
They moved collectively across the antechamber, firing at the attackers. Quinn blasted down four of the drones as Renner, Mackie, and Hawkins formed a circle, emptying out their rifles. The blasts from their weapons whipsawed the machines back across the antechamber until the ground underfoot crunched with drone debris.
Quinn ran forward, confronted by a drone that swung at her on its leader. She went airborne, throwing out a boot, smashing the drone backward. The machine swung back like a wrecking ball and Quinn loosed a single shot that tore through its turret, destroying its CPU. She barely had a chance to savor the destruction of the drone before another one angled at her, swinging an arm with a rusted blade attached at the end.
She slid under the blade and clutched her rifle like a baseball bat. She cracked the drone across its mini-turret. The machine tottered and Quinn brought her gun down and fired point-blank, blowing the drone’s robotic brain to bits.
Quinn pulled back her rifle and gave cover to Hayden and Hawkins who were crouching fifty feet behind her. Hayden fired out his gun and then commenced using his mallet-sized fists. Quinn watched the big man punch several of the drones before grabbing their arms and dashing them to pieces on the ground.
Another drone whipped out a metal cord and swung it at Hayden, slashing him on the shoulder. The hook at the end of the cord gouged into Hayden’s armor and he screamed, blood blossoming from the wound even as the armor sealed up around it. Hawkins fired a shot that severed the cord and then finished the drone off. Hayden grabbed his shoulder and retreated with Hawkins as Mira and Milo riddled the attackers, the air filling with smoke and dust.
The warriors continued to battle their way across the antechamber and then Quinn kicked down a door and led everyone down the flight of stairs. There was a final entry point up ahead, a circular doorway.
“I got it!” Renner shouted.
Quinn ducked as Renner brought a massive pistol around. He fired a high explosive round that wavered the air over Quinn’s head, before ripping the door from its hidden hinges.
Quinn ducked through the doorway to see an interior space that resembled Cody’s lab from back on the command ship. The room was in disarray, but a scanner (much like the one on the command ship) was visible, along with several tablet-like devices, lying scattered and cracked, covered in an inch of yellow dust.
The map on Quinn’s HUD revealed the totem hidden behind an alcove on the far wall which she ran to. She inserted the barrel of her rifle into the joint between the alcove and the wall. She pulled back, prying open a hidden partition that sprung loose to reveal the totem, dusty, but still shimmering like salvation in the semi-darkness.
Quinn stared at the object, grinning hugely.
Then she reached up and grabbed the totem and pulled it free.
That’s when she noticed it.
Noticed that the totem was attached to something.
A long, rusted metal cord.
Before she could react, the cord broke off.
Quinn lunged for it, but the cord snapped back into the wall, disappearing from sight. She cursed under her breath, turning as the entire room began to shudder.
“Um, Quinn,” Milo said, quietly. “What the hell did you just do?”
Quinn held up the totem and smiled sheepishly under her helmet. “I … saved us?”
Several small explosions echoed in the distance and somewhere above the ceiling. Quinn saw the doorway that they’d just entered through vanish, hidden behind a slab of concealed metal that dropped down to cover the exit. The ceiling shook and a chute opened and sand began pouring down.
“I think somebody booby trapped the totem,” Mira said.
Milo held her look. “Ya think?”
Quinn tossed the totem to Renner who secured it in a rucksack. Then she consulted the map and saw another exit on the other side of the room. She pulled her gun around and fired her remaining rounds into the wall which buckled, opening up the rest of the ceiling. The warriors shouldered their way through the wall as the ceiling collapsed behind them, flooding the room they had just vacated with sand.
The area on the other side of the wall was unfinished, just a small cavern that had been bored into the ground. The cavern branched off, running in opposite directions and appeared to be large enough for Quinn to stand up in.
Here there was no light and so Quinn used her helmet to illuminate the ground ahead. There was a ledge and then a drop off of several feet down to the cavern floor. She tried to reach Cody on her communications link, but the fact that they were so far underground made transmissions of any kind impossible.
Quinn dropped down into the cavern and it was solid if a little slippery. She took a step and froze. A sound was building in the distance, coming from the branch of the cavern that dropped down to Quinn’s right. She swung her helmet, but nothing was clear.
“What the hell is that?” Renner asked, from behind.
“What would be living down here?” Hawkins asked.
“Whatever it is, I don’t wanna know,” Hayden replied.
Quinn didn’t reply, just strode forward, following the contour of the cavern that rose for a hundred feet straight up. The warriors fought their way up the incline only to see that the cavern sloped down farther into the ground. There was a profound blackness here that made visibility almost impossible. The light from Quinn’s helmet stabbed the darkness, allowing her to see that the cavern fell off and ran for a dozen feet below her and then vanished around a corner.
The sound continued to build, a chirping sound, the kind of note made by insects when they swarm. Quinn had heard a similar sound years earlier, back when she was just a girl on her family’s farm. A pack of grasshoppers had invaded the area during a particularly nasty summer day. Seemingly immune to pesticides, the insects devoured an entire field of sweet corn in less than an hour. The sound the grasshoppers made when they rubbed their long hind legs against their wings was eerily similar to what Quinn was hearing.
Then the sound grew louder and Quinn’s gut told her it was not a natural note at all. Not something created by a living creature, but by a machine. She saw the first drone peek around the edge of the cavern behind her. She could tell from the silhouette that it was one of the spider drones from the antechamber. The metallic beast spied her and loosed a squeal that sounded like two knives scrapping against each other.
Quinn turned and pointed in the other direction. “RUN! THEY’RE COMING!”
She grabbed the others and ran blindly down into the murk, guided only by the light from her helmet. The ground grew increasingly slippery and Quinn scanned the readings on her HUD. The temperature was dropping with every foot of forward progress.
“ICE” someone shouted from behind and Quinn felt her feet give out from under her. She landed hard on her back, the light from her helmet casting weird shadows on the ceiling of the cavern. Before she knew what was happening she was sliding down into the darkness.
She fought for purchase, but the ground was too smooth and her descent too rapid. She rocketed past, the walls a blur, Quinn following the curves of the cavern. The others were directly behind her, Quinn listening to the shouts and screams of Hayden, Renner, Milo, and the resistance fighters. She prayed that the drones hadn’t followed them down and that Renner had managed to keep hold of the totem.
Her vision was woozy, but she managed to scan the map on her HUD, Quinn saw that the cavern was ending up ahead. Visibility grew with every inch, a wall of white light filling the cavern.
“WE’RE ALMOST AT THE END!” Quinn shouted.
She smiled to herself and looked up and then everything just dropped away as—
WHUNK!
Quinn felt herself blasted out of the cavern at high speed. She’d been underground in the darkness for a sufficient amount of time such that the outside light seemed brighter than a supernova. She squinted and saw that she was falling, straight down, plunging fifteen feet toward a desert floor.
Her arms and legs chopped the air, Quinn braced for impact as the ground rushed up to greet her. She listened to the cries of the others and then—
WUMPH!
She crashed down onto a pile of particulate, a massive mound of yellow dust that seemed as pillowy as a bed of down feathers. The impact drove her face first into the dust and then she reacted and rolled to her left, seconds before—
WHUNK! WHUNK! WHUNK!
The others landed nearby in a heap, barely avoiding slamming into her.
Quinn elbowed herself up and brushed a smear of grime from her helmet. She was out of breath, and every fiber in her body seemed to pulse all at once. She’d been in a gruesome car accident as a teenager, riding shotgun in a truck that had been T-boned by a drunk, but her body felt worse now. She looked over to see Milo lying across Mira, almost in a missionary position.
“This was by accident,” Milo said. “I swear.”
Mira whacked him across the helmet, shrugging Milo aside as everyone heaved themselves upright.
“Everyone in one piece?” she asked.
There were grunts and nods.
“Please tell me you have it,” Quinn said to Renner.
The little man dropped the rucksack on the ground and Quinn hunted inside, but it was nowhere to be found. Her stomach seized and Quinn was readying to scream when she looked up to see Renner bringing his hands around to reveal the totem. He had it hidden behind his back.
“You are such an asshole,” she said, grabbing the totem, shoving him back.
Renner held up his hands. “Relax, Quinn, it’s over. We won.”
“Tell that to them,” Eli said, gesturing up. Quinn pivoted and glanced up to the mouth of the cavern, the place they’d just dropped from. The opening, a hole on the side of a mountain of stacked stone, was covered in spider drones.
Eli’s jaw dropped. “Those little buggers are busier ‘n a one-legged cat in a litter box.”
“So what’s the plan, jefe?” Milo asked.
“Run like hell,” Quinn answered.
She tucked the totem under her arm like a football and bounded across the mound of yellow dust, the others scampering directly behind her. She ran the length of the mound that ended at a gravel slope that dropped gently to a desert plain several hundred feet below.
Quinn jumped and landed on the gravel, skidding on her side down the slope, eventually coming up on the balls of her feet. She looked back to see the others following. At the top of the slope were several dozen spider drones and in the air over the cavern were additional airborne machines, part of the army from back on the lake Quinn surmised.
The warriors fired out their remaining ammo and lasered onto the desert plain, struggling to reach the exfiltration spot before the drones overran them.
Quinn cued the communications link, fighting to reestablish a lifeline to Cody.
“Cody! Do you copy?!” she screamed, while on the run.
“Loud and partially clear,” came Cody’s response. “I’m overhead at twenty-thousand feet and dropping. I assume you found what we came for?”
“Affirmative,” she replied.
“Was it as easy to retrieve as I said it would be?”
“The answer to that will have to wait.”
“How come?” he asked.
“Because we’ve got an army of killer robots right on our ass!”
Quinn and the other warriors plunged forward as the sky filled with what looked like flares and rocket fire.
BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!
The ground shuddered, geysers of sand sent up into the air as the alien ordnance landed. Quinn zigzagged between the explosions, feeling the warmth from the blasts, listening to pieces of shrapnel ricochet off her helmet. Somebody screamed in pain behind her and Quinn prayed it wasn’t one of the Marines. An object blinked on her HUD and Quinn spotted something, some large structure up ahead. If she and the others could make it there, they might just be able to form a defensive perimeter before Cody arrived.
Her lungs burning, Quinn doubled her efforts and soon saw the shape of an alien craft lying up ahead, partially buried in the sand. The vessel’s form matched that of the glider the Marines had stolen from the Syndicate command ship, but its exterior was weathered, seemingly worn down by time and the elements. Quinn could tell that the glider had been brought down by fire, the ship’s underbelly blackened and spotted with holes, a huge trench at least ten feet deep carved in the sand from where the glider crashed and came to a rest.
Quinn had no idea how long the craft had been here, and it didn’t matter. All she cared about was buying some time for Cody.
Quinn dove to the ground behind the glider’s rear engines and readied her rifle. She was heartened when Hayden, Milo, Renner, Eli, Hawkins, Mackie, Mira, and one other resistance fighter collapsed alongside her.
“Where’s the goddamn cavalry?!” Hayden shouted.
“Cody, talk to me,” Quinn said.
“Twelve thousand feet and closing,” Cody replied.
“How long?” Quinn asked.
“Four minutes, maybe less,” Cody said.
Quinn cursed. They wouldn’t’ last four minutes. They had to do something fast.
“We need immediate evac, Cody. Our position is about to be overrun.”
“Yeah, there’s this thing called science, Quinn. I can only make the glider go so fast.”
Quinn slapped her helmet. “SCIENCE CAN KISS MY ASS!”
“Three minutes!” Cody shouted.
“WE’RE NOT GONNA LAST THAT LONG!” Quinn screamed.
Quinn and the others turned as the ground thundered with the metal feet from the advancing drone horde, the metal monsters seeming to appear from every quadrant. Hundreds of them, hopping and sprinting on all fours, rolling over the dunes and the dusty plain, firing rockets that landed just short of the glider. The warriors fired out their rifles, but it was no use. There were far too many of the enemy and they were soon out of ammunition.
Quinn doubled back and fell to her side next to the glider’s cockpit window. She was utterly spent and out of options. She hoped that Cody would arrive before the drones did. Turning to her side she spotted something inside the glider. Reaching a gloved hand out, she brushed aside the grit and grime on the window and looked inside.
She could see him now.
His body was just a husk, slowly decaying, the life sucked out of him, but she recognized the clothes he was wearing. She recognized his face, his slender body still strapped behind the glider’s controls.
Jesus! It was Cody.
Somehow, some way, he’d crashed here in the past.
Quinn’s mind wandered back to the bodies trapped in the lake and suppressed the urge to scream. The fact that she and the others seemed like pawns stuck in the middle of something beyond their comprehension left her stupefied, filled with anxiety. For a moment she felt like she was on the verge of a mental meltdown. What if all of them were trapped in some kind of neverending spiral, some quirk in time that would cause them to relive the same terrible events over and over again. The vertigo she’d felt in the past returned with a vengeance, the blood roaring in her ears. She had enough to worry about with the battle, the incoming horde, trying to link up with Cody, but now this?! It was all too much.
Hayden saw Quinn reeling and knelt beside her. “This ain’t no time for browsing, snowflake,” he said. “We’ve got an army meeting us for lunch, so time to own this shit and find a way out of the suck.”
Quinn shook off the dark thoughts. Hayden was right. There wasn’t any time for this. She had people counting on her here and now, and Samantha waiting for her back home. Besides, if they failed the world might be doomed. She could figure out what she’d seen on Hygiea when she had time. But not now.
The pair looked out over the desert plain, surveying the approaching drones. “Can’t say that I feel real good about this, Quinn.”
“Really? Why’s that?” Quinn asked.
“For one, there are lots of ‘em,” Hayden replied.
“Yep.”
“And few of us.”
“True.”
“Oh, and we don’t have any weapons.”
“I’ve got a knife,” she said. He looked over and she removed a Swiss Army-like pocket-
knife. “It’s got a magnifying glass and everything.”
“What else ya got?” he asked. “Biting wit?”
“That’s probably not gonna cut it.”
Quinn unfolded the largest blade on her knife and ran toward the
fallen glider.
“I hope like hell you’ve got a plan!” Hayden shouted after her, Milo and the others following behind him.
Quinn didn’t respond. She was too busy using her pocket-knife to pry off a latch on the
aft of the machine. Inside sat a tremendous, partially blackened turbine yoked to what looked like a green battery.
“‘The hell is that?” Milo asked, catching up with Quinn.
“The heart of the Parallax engine,” Quinn said. “Same thing on a bigger level that
powers most of their tech.”
“In the last few seconds we have to live, mind telling me why I should care?” Milo asked.
“It’s got a nuclear core. At least a reasonable facsimile of one.”
“And?”
“And I’m thinking we can trigger it,” she replied.
“Trigger what?” Renner asked, looking over.
“A stimulated isomer energy release.”
“Is that a fancy way of saying nuclear blast?” Milo asked.
“KINDA SORTA,” Quinn said.
“OKAY … so, basically, you want to create a quasi-nuclear explosion right here?” Milo asked.
“YOU MAKE IT SOUND SO OMINOUS,” she replied. “Think of it like all the fun of a nuclear blast without the radiation or fall out.”
“Oh. That sounds much better,” Milo said, a terrified look on his face.
Milo and the others stood back, giving Quinn enough room to work. If she was suffering from any internal doubt, her composure betrayed no infirmity. She threw open Renner’s rucksack and removed the last Hafnium rocket launcher round. Looking over her shoulder, she witnessed the approaching drone army, churning across the sand, mere seconds away from overrunning their position. Hayden dropped down alongside her, helping her lift the round from the Hafnium launcher.
“We’re gonna do this,” Quinn said, softly to herself. “We’re gonna blow this joint.”
“And here I was hoping for an open casket at my funeral,” Hayden said. “But fuck it.”
Quinn shook her head and pointed at the deep trench carved by the fallen glider. “Everyone in there. Now!”
Milo and Hayden and Mira helped the remaining fighters down into the ten foot channel as Quinn sat on her haunches before the Parallax engine. Her fingers moved faster than an orchestra conductor as she stripped and rejiggered a number of tangled wires. She worked to reroute the conduit for the engine’s low-energy photons, then popped the end of the Hafnium round off as white gas filled the air. Sucking in a breath, she twisted two wires together that produced a spark that appeared like a fuse. Then she fitted the explosive-round over the wires and ran for her life.
The drones opened fire all at once, rounds slicing over Quinn’s head as she dropped into the trench and wormed her way into the hole in the ground with the other fighters. Milo could hear the breathing of the others and Mira mumbling to herself that this was a bad fucking idea, followed by something poetic.
“What is that?” Milo asked.
Mira looked over. “Sometimes I sing lullabies to calm my nerves. Rhymes I used to sing to my son before he was taken by the Syndicate.”
An immense shadow appeared at the other end of the tunnel. A Reaper drone with a full armaments rack peered in, seeming to grin at the trapped Marines and resistance fighters.
“Well, guys, this was fun while it lasted,” Renner whispered.
The drone lowered its chain gun and aimed point-blank when—
CRACKBOOM!
The drone disappeared. Instantly vaporized by a blast that whited everything out and shifted the very ground that was below and all around the warriors.
Milo watched as the ice dust glowed red and the sky, which was barely visible at the end of the trench, turned a purple color, a shockwave lifting everyone up several inches into the air before the blast subsided.
“Ho. Lee. Shit,” Renner said. “Goddamn it we brought the hammer down!”
Quinn scampered back out of the hole and looked around. There was nothing on the ground at all, the blast having incinerated everything in sight.
Milo and the others filtered behind her, staring openmouthed in shock. They couldn’t believe it had worked.
And then their eyes ratcheted up. They could see something up in the sky, slashing down through the air. It was the glider!

THE ARC GLIDER was buffeted by the blastwave from the explosion that Quinn had set off. The vessel rocked sideways, but Cody managed to get it under control while studying the readouts to make sure the glider hadn’t suffered any significant damage. He witnessed the after effects of the blast, saw that the ground below was glowing from the explosion. There’d been a sizable army of drones only seconds earlier, but now they were gone. For an instant, he was terrified that Quinn and the others had died in the blast, but then saw heat signatures on the ground and he smiled. Somehow, Quinn had found a way to take out an entire friggin’ Syndicate army.
There was a pinging sound and Cody’s communications link spiked. He tapped a button and there were three seconds of silence, and then he heard Quinn’s voice. “So that just happened,” she said.
He grinned. “Score one for the good guys.”
“How many did we take out?” she asked.
“Um, apparently all of them,” came Cody’s response. “You get a gold star for that.”
“I’ll settle for riding shotgun on the way out of here.”
Cody smiled. “Roger that.”
He swiped at the touch screens and the glider continued its descent. The glider’s control panels started flashing red and a “proximity alert” appeared on screen. Cody swiped at the navigation controls to initiate a full stop, and the reverse thrusters kicked on, halting the glider in a hovering position, inches off the ground.
Cody released the rear hatch and turned to weapons control. There were spikes on the monitors—figures moving out across the sand. The Syndicate was down, but not out. More drones were on the way. A thunk came from the back of the glider, signaling that the Marines and resistance fighters were boarding. How many, he didn’t know.
“Quinn,” he called out urgently over comms. “I need your status. Is your team onboard?”
“Roger that,” said a voice. Cody looked back to see Quinn removing her battle helmet. Her face was sweat-slicked and battle weary, but she was still a sight to behold. Cody smiled at her as she sat down on a seat next to him, clutching the temporal totem.
“Let’s get the fuck out of here,” she said.
Without hesitation, Cody swiped at the navigation controls as the glider ascended a few hundred feet, its nose pitching upward. Thrusters roared to life and the glider lurched and rocketed up into the sky.
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TOO FAR GONE
After introductions were made between Samantha, Luke, and the others, the group rode in silence for several minutes on the highway back to Shiloh. Samantha was in the back, seated next to Luke and Calee. Xan drive, while another resistance fighter rode shotgun. Xan cast a few nasty glances back at Samantha who wondered exactly how much she’d witnessed back at the grocery store and what she must think of her. She worked to steel herself for what was likely to come, to presumptively imagine an interrogation by Xan or some of the others back at Shiloh. There would undoubtedly be questions about the things she’d seen and she pondered on her responses, which did not come easily.
She felt a warm current snake up and down both arms. Something had changed inside her, of that she was certain. Her eyes strayed to the loop of string Eli had given her. It was still intact, but singed, along with the flesh near her wrists which were redder than a fire hydrant. She hadn’t noticed it before, and there was absolutely no pain near the splotchings, but her skin looked as if it had been severely sunburned. Easing her head back, Samantha’s thoughts turned to Quinn. She hoped that her mother had succeeded in the mission and that she’d be waiting for them back at the base.
Luke leaned over. “I’m gonna be the first to ask what you guys were doing nosing around there.”
Samantha opened her mouth to respond, but Xan blurted out, “there was some suspicious activity on the outskirts of Greeley. We were worried it might be the scuds, so we decided to take a look and got ambushed.”
“Bandits?” Luke asked.
Xan nodded and Luke sighed. “If you pick up a starving god and make him prosperous he will not bite you. That’s the principal difference between a dog and man.”
Samantha looked over. “What?”
Luke smiled. “That’s an old quote from Mark Twain. I’m taking a few liberties with it, but basically it means people will turn on you in a heartbeat. That’s pretty damn cynical, but it’s true.”
Samantha nodded and Luke pointed at the red marks on her arms. “We’re gonna need to get you a doctor when we get back. What the hell happened?”
“Sunburn,” Xan said.
Samantha looked back and up at Xan who iced her with a look. “That’s what it was right, Samantha? Sun was strong today. It was a bad case of sunburn, right?”Samantha slowly nodded, not wanting to cause a disturbance, pulling her shirt down over the red marks. “Yep. Sunburn. True that.”

THEY ARRIVED at Shiloh in the late-afternoon. Xan drove the vehicle up to the front of an outbuilding that was grouped around the warehouse where the glider was stored. They entered the warehouse and Samantha’s heart sank. The glider was nowhere in sight. With a creeping sense of disbelief, Samantha began pondering the unthinkable. Maybe they were never coming back. Maybe Quinn and the others had gotten stranded or killed up on the asteroid. As if sensing her fears, Luke smiled warmly as they exited the SUV. He placed a hand on her shoulder and told her everything was going to be fine. She wanted to believe this and nodded in response.
After offloading their gear, they marched toward the hatch that led down into the silo. They were halfway there, when Samantha looked up to see Comerford trudging forward.
“That you Luke?” Comerford asked.
Luke nodded and smiled wearily, rubbing a smear of grime across his face. He was sweaty and filthy. “Yep, it’s me. GQ’s man of the year.”
Comerford didn’t smile or laugh at this and that was Samantha’s first clue that something was wrong. Comerford’s eyes, normally wide and full of life, were flat and emotionless. He glanced around and Samantha followed his line of sight and that’s when she saw them. Saw the eight or ten resistance fighters appearing from the outbuildings where they’d been concealed. All of them had weapons out, trained on Samantha, Luke, and those he’d come with.
Luke tensed. “Bit of a strange rolling out of the red carpet.”
“I wish I knew another way to do this,” Comerford said.
“Do what?”
“Hey. What happened to my mother and the others?” Samantha blurted out.
Nobody responded as Xan moved over next to Comerford. They caucused out of earshot and Samantha watched Xan hold up her satellite phone and then a cellphone. She supposed that Xan had done two things: she’d recorded footage of Samantha back at the grocery store on her cellphone and then communicated what she found with Comerford via the satellite phone. This was confirmed when Comerford stared at the cellphone screen for several seconds, then looked up at Samantha, his face ashen. God only knew what the images showed.
“Can someone tell me what the hell this is all about?” Luke asked, some heat in his voice.
“Her arms,” Comerford said. “I need to see the girl’s arms.”
Samantha took a step back, pivoting to run, but there were another five resistance fighters blocking the way. They had rifles aimed at her. She swiveled and saw Xan aiming a handgun at Luke while Calee and those who’d come with Luke were having their hands zipcuffed behind their backs.
“Hold them up please,” Comerford said, gesturing at Samantha’s arms. “I don’t want to make this harder than it has to be.”
Samantha did and Comerford examined the red marks on her arm.
“Jesus, what the fuck is going on?!” Luke shouted.
“It’s me!” Samantha replied.
“That’s right,” Xan replied. “It’s the girl. It’s Samantha.”
“What about her?” Luke asked.
“She’s not one of us!” Xan hissed. She kept her gun trained at Luke while jabbing her other finger at Samantha. “I saw her! I saw her back there with one of the goddamn aliens! She was whispering with him! Plotting against us! The whole thing was a fucking lie! Quinn and the others were against us the whole time!”
All eyes hopped to Samantha who held everyone’s looks.
“Please tell me none of that bullshit is true,” Luke said.
“There is no truth,” Samantha replied, her gaze unwavering. “Only interpretations.”
“Bind her,” Comerford said. Samantha felt the hands of the resistance fighters before they touched her. Her wrists were grabbed and pulled behind her back and zipcuffed. Then someone grabbed her legs and she was thrown over a man’s shoulders like a sack of trash. She was carried past Comerford who muttered, “We’re just gonna keep you confined until this is all sorted out.”
Samantha wanted to believe that. She wanted to believe that her mother was readying to return to Earth after a successful mission and that she’d be able to explain everything that happened back at the grocery store. She’d do that and then everyone would nod and say they’d understood that Samantha wasn’t a turncoat at all. They’d cut her bindings and welcome her back and then they’d plot some new way to take on the aliens. But then she saw Xan’s face, her eyes black like a shark’s, and her mouth went dry. She had a sneaking suspicion that things were not going to end well for her.
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DOWNWARD SPIRAL
Back on the glider, Quinn and the others had slumped to the floor and slept for several hours as Cody manned the flight deck. Content that all was well, he moved through the belly of the ship. He stepped over Hayden who was passed out on the floor like an old basset hound. He shuffled past Mira and Milo and headed toward Quinn who was snoozing in a high-backed chair near the rear of the glider. Quinn reacted upon seeing Cody, who tapped her arm and motioned for her to join him in an alcove beyond the view of the others. She was drained, but nodded and followed him over. His eyes were bright and he touched his fingers to her face, and smiled. They didn’t speak. They’d already hugged and exchanged words upon her entering the glider. There was nothing more that needed to be said. They kissed. It was brief, but satisfying and all that Quinn could muster given the situation.
Quinn savored the kiss and then leaned back against the wall. She looked back at Cody and there was a kindness in his eyes, an understanding. She knew he’d understand. “Something happened down on the asteroid.”
A smiled stitched the corners of his mouth. “You kicked some ass and got what we came for.”
“I don’t mean that, Cody.”
“Then what?”
She looked up. “There were bodies under the ice. Our bodies.”
Cody made a motion to respond and Quinn lifted her hand to silence him. “Just hear me out on this because I saw myself in that lake, Cody. I was dead and so were the others and then I saw you in a glider. This same friggin’ glider and you were dead too.”
“The Syndicate has some pretty serious tech, Quinn. They probably have some way to plant those images. I mean if you can travel through time, you could certainly do that.”
Quinn shook her head. “Haven’t you ever wondered how we’ve been able to get this far?”
“We’re really, really good,” he said with a grin.
“Is anybody that good? I sound like a broken record, but don’t you also get the feeling that we’ve been here before? That this is not the first time we’ve done these things?”
“No,” Cody replied, shaking his head. “I understand what you’re saying, but I’ve never really thought that.”
Quinn slumped against the wall and Cody moved to her. “Since we’re unburdening ourselves here, there’s something I wanted to tell you about too, but you have to promise you won’t hit me.”
Quinn smiled. “You know that’s one promise I can never make.”
Cody looked back to see if the others were listening, then leaned in close to her. “So, we may have a little problem with the totem.”
Quinn sighed. “And here I was hoping our return home would be uneventful.”
“I scanned it. The one you recovered on the asteroid.”
Quinn pursed her lips. “And?’
“And it reveals the coordinates to a time ship.”
“Can you be more vague please.”
“The Syndicate has a ship that they send back in time.”
“How is that a bad thing?”
“Are you at all familiar with the Hadron Collider?” Cody asked.
“The hard rock band?”
Cody’s face fell. “The Sunshine must’ve worn off. The Hadron Collider isn’t a band. It was a device built years ago. A particle accelerator. This ship is basically a floating accelerator – they use it to create a portal in space that they send other ships through.”
Quinn’s face lit up. “This is likely the most insane thing I’ve ever said, but if we’ve got the coordinates for that ship, we can hit the thing and go back in time.”
Processing this, she stood, thinking about the complexities, the possibilities.
“For Crissakes, Cody, it’s just like thought. We could change everything!”
Cody stood, his face serious and ultra tight. “Sure, yeah, in theory we could do that, but it’s not like we’d be going to a time travel airport and picking a destination and flight time and ending up exactly where we want to be. It would be more like we were throwing ourselves into a very dangerous phenomenon and hoping for the best.”
“I don’t understand,” Quinn said.
“From what I’ve seen, and this is only preliminary, the mechanism that sends you to the past is identical to a zero gravity vacuum in which mass is eliminated from your body so that gravity won’t hold you back as you propel through time.”
Quinn registered this for a few seconds. “Okay, so I’m having a problem with some of that.”
“Really? Which part?” Cody asked.
“Oh, I don’t know, the part where your mass is eliminated, you idiot.”
Cody stewed, biting his lip. “That’s not even the worst part. There’s only one way the mechanism could theoretically work. You’d need a machine, a big one, the size of a small moon. And then you’d put a person inside it, create a vacuum and eliminate gravitational effects on the person by smashing them with faster than light particle beams. Which could theoretically make the person move faster than light. But all the physics I know means that the person will essentially be removed from the material universe. Meaning, there’s a chance this thing just vaporizes you. And no one can really know for sure whether you’ve travelled through time or not. You could have just been erased from time.”
“Wonderful,” Quinn replied, clapping her hands. “What other good news do you have for me?”
“It’s something,” Cody said. “It may be a friggin’ doomsday device, but it might also be the only way to end this.”
Quinn nodded, processing the ramifications.
“What’s the good word, boss?” someone asked.
Quinn glanced sideways to see Renner rousing awake.
“Cody just told me that the temporal totem has the coordinates for a time machine that we probably have to go and hijack.”
“Coolness,” Renner replied with a yawn. “It’s been what? Two hours since we almost last died? I was getting bored.”
Milo, Hayden, and the others appeared behind Renner.
“What the hell is this about stealing a time ship?” Hayden asked, scratching his head.
“It’s all true. Who’s up for another whacky, madcap adventure?” Quinn asked.
Murmurs and nervous looks were shared by the others. Quinn shot a look at Cody who held up his hands. “Don’t shoot the messenger. I’m not the one who came up with the laws of physics. I wasn’t the one who created a time ship that may actually be a death trap.”
“You had me at death trap,” Milo said, holding up a hand.
“I’m not going to go into that,” Cody said, waving a hand. “I don’t want to confuse you with the details.”
Quinn’s face screwed up in anger. “Why are you being such a dick?”
“Because I’ve spent most of my life surrounded by idiots, that’s why.”
A few seconds of silence ensued. Cody smiled sheepishly. “Not you idiots, by the way. I meant an entirely different group of idiots.”
“Can I punch him now?” Renner asked. “I’m really feeling like he could use a good punching.”
Quinn shook her head, standing to face the others. “We don’t know exactly what this time ship is, or how it operates, but it’s something. “If the message is true, it may be our only hope. A pathway back into the past.”
“To the days before they came?” Hayden asked.
Cody offered a half nod. “Possibly,”
Hayden smiled. “So what you’re saying is we’ve got a chance.”
“Spoken like a true Marine,” Cody said. “But we’re talking about science here. Bravery alone will not win this war.”
“Going back before it starts might, though,” Quinn said.
“Do you even have a plan for if we do make it back to before the invasion?” Cody asked.
“We’ve got their weapons,” Quinn said. “We’ll reverse engineer everything. We’d be able to convince the military to channel funds into duplicating Syndicate tech before they ever got to Earth. We’d be ready and waiting for them, millions of people armed to the friggin’ teeth.”
Cody took this in, a smile slowly blossoming on his face as he considered the possibilities. “The Syndicate would never know what hit them.”
Quinn smiled. “Now all we have to do is find a way to steal the time ship.”
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NO GOOD OPTIONS
Samantha, Luke, Calee, and two other resistance fighters from Vegas were led into a munitions room at the bottom of Shiloh and imprisoned. They were given food, water, and a few books, and then a two-foot thick blast door was slammed shut. Samantha grabbed at the books, picking one up. She read the back cover. It was some horror novel from back in the day. Something about a young girl who was able to start fires. Lovely! She tossed it aside and spun on her heels to see Luke and the others were looking at her differently. They were scared.
“So how ‘bout telling us what’s going on,” Luke said.
“Well, the other guys have totally turned against us and locked us all up down here.”
Luke frowned. “We know that, Samantha.”
“Oh, you meant the other part?”
He nodded.
“Well, we were ambushed back out on the highway. A pack of bandits. They killed the driver and some of the others and I ran. Xan and the others totally bailed and I hid out in this grocery store. Then something happened.”
“What kind of thing happened?”
She looked up. “The extraterrestrial kind of thing.”
The eye contact that passed between Luke and Calee and did not go unnoticed by Samantha. “You think I’m nuts, don’t you?”
Luke shook his head. “No and it’s obvious that neither did the others.”
Samantha kicked at the ground. “So, there was somebody else back in that store. I don’t know what he, it was, but he just appeared out of nowhere and showed me things.”
“Like what?”
“Um…. the end of the world.”
Luked barked out a laugh that quickly melted away when he saw that Samantha was serious. “The aliens, the Syndicate, whatever they call themselves are not the bad guys.”
“Okay, see, you had me up until that point,” Luke said.
Samantha kept her eyes downcast. “There’s something else out there,” she whispered. “I’m pretty sure it’s coming, or was here once before in the past.”
“What is it?”
She looked up. “I don’t know exactly, but it’s going to destroy everything. I mean every living thing in the universe is going to die.”
She saw Luke and the other resistance fighters struggle with this. Samantha paced up and down the room, trying to recall all that she’d seen back in the grocery store. She ran the conversation over the next few minutes, detailing everything that Hadrian had showed her. The others stood, listening, absolutely rapt. She had no idea whether they believed her and frankly it didn’t matter. They were trapped down in the bottom of a hole with no good way out.
“And after all of that,” Samantha concluded. “He made me do things. He made me trigger something that was inside all of these … things. He made me blow them up.” At this, she looked down and pulled her shirt back, exposing the red marks on her arms. She held her arms up and the others stared at the marks. “I think he’ll come again,” Samantha said softly. “I think he wants to show me more.”
“Why?”
She sat down on the ground and shook her head. “I think he wants to help us. I know this sounds nuts, but I got the feeling that he came to help.” She wrung her hands together until they turned white. “I mean, if I could do that to those things, there’s no telling what I could do to the bad guys, right?”
She looked up to see the others befuddled, whispering to themselves. Samantha raised a hand and tried focusing so hard her temples began to throb. She tried to will the same energy she’d felt before through her body, to give Luke and the others a display of what she was capable of. She had visions of setting off a series of impressive, controlled blasts involving the food and water and maybe even the books. The others would recoil in horror initially, then look on in wonderment before finally falling on their knees before her, overcome with anticipation of what she was capable of. None of that happened. Samantha peered down at her limp wrists and her face sagged. Disappointed at her inability to conjure up something special, she turned back to them.
“What are they going to do to us?” Samantha asked.
“Probably nothing,” Luke replied. “Until they figure out what’s happened to your mother and the others.”
“And then?”
“I don’t think we want to wait around for that.”
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THE COUP
Now that Shiloh and everything around it for miles was secured and protected by the nuclear weapons housed down in the silo, the only way for the arc glider to make it back was to enter the atmosphere at the North Pole and slide down under heavy cloud cover. The good news was that all electronic signals would likely be impacted because of an electrical storm. The bad news was they had to run on impulse and couldn’t signal home yet.
Although relatively safe, the path home took longer than expected and delayed further action toward the cause. Once the glider was back over land, they had to fly low to the ground to avoid detection from above. If the Syndicate were to spot them, they’d likely engage with multiple ships. Quinn and the others were not hopeful about their odds of surviving if that happened.
The most frustrating part of flying so low to the ground wasn’t the farmers and civilians shooting at them with shotguns and deer rifles. Quinn stared at the civvies, admiring the fact that they still had refused to surrender. The real trouble was that Quinn couldn’t wait to get back to Samantha. She was eager to know what was happening and kept pestering Cody to go faster, but he couldn’t. She even tried getting him to rejigger the glider’s engines, to essentially place them on over-drive, but he refused. He also wouldn’t send out any communications, paranoid that he’d give their position away.
But once they were close enough, Cody flipped on the communications gear and sent out a coded message to Shiloh. For a few moments, there was no response, until a cackle over the comms. And then–
“Identify yourself,” Shiloh’s Command Center said over the link.
“Really?” Cody said, trading looks with Quinn. “We’re an alien space ship coming in through the designated route at a slow pace and not firing. Who else could it be?”
“Just do it,” came back the response.
“Fine, Sierra, Kilo, Alpha, Romeo, Alpha, Niner, Sixer, Three, Two, Forty-two,” Cody said. “Over.”
“Verified,” came the response from Shiloh. “You may enter Shiloh’s airspace.”
“Gee thanks,” Cody replied as Quinn grinned. “Get the champagne ready.”
“Strap in,” Quinn said to the others once they were within eyesight of Shiloh. It was beautiful from above, the High Plains rugged, yet breathtaking.
From Quinn on down, the Marines and the other warriors strapped themselves to the walls in case of turbulence. It took a few more moments for Cody to angle the ship just right and adjust the landing gear. It was only in this moment that he realized he’d never actually landed the thing before, not even when he exfiltrated the Marines from the asteroid’s surface. He’d stopped short of the ground. This time, though, he’d need to get the landing right. The glider was one advantage they didn’t want to lose when the war was just getting started. And they needed a means to get to the temporal ship.
Once they were in close, Cody lowered the landing gear and flipped on the reverse thrusters just enough to let them coast down to the ground like a helicopter. At least he had that experience in his favor right now. There was a jolt, and everyone was rocked a little, but no injuries, as the ship went through a little turbulence.
Battered and weary, the glider hovered right outside Shiloh with the temporal totem in tow. Hayden played backseat driver as Cody guided them in nice and slow.
Now that they were directly outside the base, Quinn and the others wanted to make sure the base was secure and there hadn’t been a Syndicate attack or any other shenanigans. She stood over Cody’s shoulder as he cued the communications link a final time before descending and moving in for the final stretch.
“Shiloh, this is the arc glider, over,” Cody said.
“Welcome home,” Comerford said over the link. “Glad to see you made it back in one piece.”
“Mostly,” Cody said. “Everything solid here?”
“Roger that,” Comerford said. “You’re approved for landing. Over.”
With that, Cody let loose on the reverse thrusters and guided the ship in the rest of the way, stopping just above the landing strip. He took his time making sure all the landing gear was in unison. After surviving the battle on Hygiea, the last thing they needed was a damaged ship from a shitty landing. After another brief pause, he brought the glider down. A solid jolt that rocked the bodies of the Marines and resistance fighters.
“Thank you for riding with Devil Dog Airlines,” Cody said. “It’s been a pleasure to have you aboard, and we hope you’ll be visiting us again soon.”
While Cody and the others prepared to offload the temporal totem and their gear, Quinn was readying to unlatch the rear landing ramp. She was eager to drop down onto solid ground and see Samantha.
Milo, Hayden, Giovanni, and Renner followed and caught up to her as the back bay opened and the ramp dropped down. Quinn was the first one outside. She hadn’t given much thought to what she’d expected, but assumed that everyone in the silo, or most of them, would be standing between the outbuildings to greet them. There was nobody around. Not a soul. She wondered whether they’d gotten the message the glider was returning.
Then came the sound of engines and the squeal of tires and a bevy of machines appeared from around the side of the outbuildings. Trucks, SUVs, and a few cars. Dozens of armed resistance fighters emerged from the vehicles. Comerford was there. So too was Xan and a whole host of other fighters that Quinn had never seen before.
“We did it!” Quinn shouted.
She turned as Cody, Giovanni, and the others descended from the glider. Cody held the totem up in the air like a trophy. Comerford and the other resistance fighters appeared unmoved.
“Helluva greeting,” Hayden said.
Quinn turned back. She noticed that the resistance fighters had begun fanning out, almost as if they intended to encircle the glider. Quinn was pissed that they’d forgotten to bring any weapons upon exiting the glider.
“If this is some kind of joke, it ain’t funny!” Hayden shouted.
“Set that item on the ground please,” Comerford said, gesturing to the totem.
“Not until you tell us what’s going on,” Giovanni said.
“Where the hell is my daughter?” Quinn asked.
“She’s safe,” Comerford replied. “We’ve got her secure down in the silo.”
Xan strode forward. “And she’ll continue to be safe as long as you all do the right thing.”
“Freakin’ knew it,” Renner said under his breath. “I knew we couldn’t trust these broke-ass weekend warriors. No way we were going to keep getting along.”
“Calm down,” Hawkins said. “No one has to die.”
“Fuck that,” Quinn said, moving to Comerford. Xan stepped in front of her and Quinn shoved Xan back. Xan brought her rifle up, aimed at Quinn’s face.
“Back the fuck down,” Xan said. “Or your little girl loses her mother.”
Milo and Giovanni grabbed Quinn and pulled her back. Renner whispered to the others, “We can take them.”
“We don’t have any weapons,” Hayden responded.
Renner cracked his head side to side, eager for a fight. “We can still fucking take them!”
Giovanni shot a glance at Comerford. “I thought we had an understanding.”
Comerford nodded. “We did, but there have been some developments since you left.”
“Care to share?”
“Not here,” Comerford replied. “Consider yourselves under arrest until we can work this out.”
“What the hell for?”
“Sedition.”
“You’re all fucking traitors,” Xan said as the other resistance fighters moved forward. They quickly bound the arms of Quinn and the others behind their backs. Quinn wanted desperately to head-butt the man who’d bound her, but Milo shook his head and mouthed the words “Now is not the time.”
Quinn set her jaw in a look of grim determination and began marching single file back toward the hatch that led down into the silo. Xan beamed with victory in her eyes. She’d gotten what she wanted. Now, Quinn knew, she’d try to find a way to have them killed without causing any loss of support within the resistance.
As they were hauled off, Quinn looked over her shoulder and noticed regret in Comerford’s eyes. It was obvious that he’d reluctantly agreed to imprison everyone on the glider. She imaged he likely had little choice. Still, as she and the others trudged forward, all Quinn could think about were the terrible things she was going to do to Xan and the others who turned on her. It wasn’t a question of if, but when.

THE MARINES and the resistance prisoners were led down into the bottom of the silo, their arms still behind their backs. Quinn could see Xan and Comerford up ahead and she glanced back to see at least four heavily armed resistance fighters bringing up the rear.
“Mind telling me where my kid is?” Quinn shouted at Xan.
“She’s safe,” Xan replied without looking back.
Quinn’s nostrils flared. “You better hope she is, bitch.”
Xan turned in a flourish and aimed a pistol at Quinn. “You’re lucky, Quinn.”
“How’s that?”
Xan peered at her over the gun. “I’ve been working to soften some of my sharp edges. I even signed up for this class that Comerford teaches on anger management.”
“Yeah? How’s it going?”
WHAM!
Xan pistol-whipped Quinn, knocking her to the ground. “It ain’t started yet,” Xan replied. Cackling with delight. Quinn hoisted herself back up as the resistance guards ushered her and the others into a storage room that was quickly slammed shut behind them. Everyone slumped to the ground, their backs against the walls.
“Well, this is a very interesting little development,” Cody said.
“You see it coming, genius?” Renner asked.
Cody shook his head.
“What ‘d they mean about us being traitors?” Hawkins asked.
“It’s because they fought for the Syndicate,” Mira said. “Xan and the others are still pissed.”
“They went back on the fucking deal,” added Mackie.
“It’s gotta be something more than that,” Giovanni offered.
“Doesn’t matter,” Quinn said, shaking her head, blood streaming from the cut near her ear where Xan pistol-whipped her. “All that matters is that we’re in here and they’re out there.”
Quinn let this sink in, and then she cast a look at Milo. “When have you heard those words before?’
Milo perked up. “I recall you saying the same goddamn thing during the shake and bake op in Al Hudayda.”
Mackie looked over. “What?”
“Al Hudayda’s a seaside town in Yemen,” Hayden said. “Prettiest little beaches you’ve ever seen.”
“We were establishing a beachhead during the fourth Houthi uprising and got trapped and taken prisoner by some bad hombres.”
“What the hell did you do?” Mira asked.
Quinn listened to this, a smile slowly tugging at the corner of her mouth. “We made them sorry that they ever decided to fuck with us.”
“You got a plan, little lady?” Hayden asked.
Quinn’s eyes scanned the room, realizing it was cluttered with several objects. Several items that the captors should never have left behind. The wheels started turning, a plan slowly coalescing.
Quinn looked back at Hayden and grinned. “Don’t I always?”
She leaned her head back, deep in contemplation, considering all of the various ways that Xan and the others were going to pay for what they’d done.
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WAR WITHOUT END
There are things once seen, that cannot be unseen. The murder of billions of people, for instance. The destruction of worlds, the eradication of life on once vibrant planets. The Potentate had witnessed these things before, he’d seen death and devastation on so many occasions that sometimes it no longer seemed real. As he stood in a chamber in the underbelly of the command ship, unbidden passages from a holy book came to him, words about a ruler from an abyss, a force that would come forth and bring about the end of times. The first woe had passed, the Potentate thought to himself, but one more was still to come.
He turned and waved a hand at a control lock on a metallic door and a red light kissed the palm of his hand. The red light turned green and the door opened with a pneumatic hiss. The Potentate strolled over a moving walkway through an area of the ship that only he and one other had access to. The walkway deposited him in a gallery that lay hidden beneath the ship’s powerful engines. Striding from the walkway, he was soon standing over a balcony and peering down into a well that housed the device that allowed him to peel back the layers of time.
While he had access to a much larger version of the device, one that could physically thrust an entire ship back through time, the one before him was miniaturized. It was imbued with the same technology that had been discovered several years before the Syndicate had initially invaded and improved upon once they arrived. The machine resembled a human centrifuge flanked by two enormous generators: one of which produced a gravitational field sufficient to bend time itself, the other designed to manipulate the resulting field. At the heart of the centrifuge was a translucent cockpit of sorts. Once inside the cockpit, the user would lie on a bench made of exotic alloys with their head tipped down at a six percent tilt. The machine had been perfected, having been examined and reexamined and reengineered hundreds, possibly thousands of times. It was too small to allow an individual to physically travel back in time, but sufficiently sized to allow one to examine the compressed loops, to essentially sift or trawl through the days before.
Something about the sight of the machine awoke memories in the Potentate of days long past. Of his time back on Earth; his work; the family he once knew and loved. There was a remembrance, however fleeting, of his mother, the woman who’d died giving him life. She was there for an instant like a ghost, and then gone. There came to him next images of his father, his siblings, his home, his place of work, the propulsion laboratory where he spent his most important years. There were recollections of having a security clearance, a laminated card marked with a green “G,” which stood for gamma, the highest classification of all security clearances. He remembered the men and women he worked with, and the day they discovered a way to bend and manipulate space time.
Occasionally there were times such as this when the Potentate felt the old stirrings, witnessed the flashstorm of imagery from his past, and felt the prick of emotion. These were the little things that made him remember the man he had once been, but they were, especially of late, few and far between. The Potentate knew that the past wasn’t simply dead, it had been murdered, vaporized by the marauding force that he alone was working to prevent from annihilating the galaxy. Absent his ability to alter the past, there would be nothing left, but he was running out of time. He was losing the battle and the war, and something had to be done. He entered a clear tube powered by jets of air that lowered him below the balcony and into the well of the gallery until he was standing aside the machine.
He entered sequencing information into a raised touch pad and heard the generators on either side of the machine roar to life. He eased himself into the cockpit and laid his head back, cognizant of the fact that a loop in time was similar to the rings on an old tree, each one was unique. He hoped that the decisions he’d made, particularly as to the Marines and the resistance back on Earth, had brought about the desired change. In short, he hoped that this time would indeed be different.
He removed his semi-transparent mask, bringing it down and across his face. Gas filled the cockpit along with a dimpled yellow light that was filled with streamers of what looked like pure light. The light filled the room and the Potentate felt an uncontrollable shudder pass through his body. Spatial and temporal distortions ensued as the cockpit and the walls of the command ship fell away. A silence descended, one that seemed heavy, as if freighted with stones and then—
WONK!
A burst of light, nearly blinding.
The Potentate quieted his conscious mind as layers of energy streamed past him. He forced up one arm, then another. Time and sound slowed and he found himself bobbing in the murk, as if suspended in an immersion chamber.
The rings of time had become unbound, stacked atop each other like rubber bands.
The Potentate had been here before, countless times.
He knew what to look for.
Each ring was uniquely sized and colored by age. By the changes in color, the Potentate could discern which one to try, which period to examine. With one finger, he reached out and pulled back one of the rings and snapped it to produce a vibration, like a plucked tuning fork.
The air rippled like the surface on a pond after a rock is tossed into it.
From the ripples and the attendant light, which was hazy and silted with dust, images from the past emerged. The Potentate held up a hand and began swiping through the images like people had once done with the screens on their tablet computers.
Decades could be viewed in seconds, the Potentate searching for telltale clues.
He watched the Syndicate invasion, saw the forces of Earth fight back. He glimpsed Quinn and the Marines and the resistance, saw the Marines escape from the command ship and attack the outpost on Hygiea. Samantha was there, flickering in the grainy light, squaring off against Hadrian.
More images whipped by, the Marines and resistance harnessing the power of the temporal totem, taking the fight to the Syndicate. These things were good, part of the plan, the years increasing, no signs of the wholesale devastation that had occurred in earlier loops.
Soon the Potentate’s hand was moving faster than a blackjack dealer’s. He was fast-forwarding, moving closer in time until the Earth seemed smothered in a tsunami of fire. His eyes peeled, he took in images of his own ships blasted apart in space, listing, crashing into the Earth as the new invaders, the marauding force without a name, ran amok, cutting down anything that moved.
The Potentate saw fields and cities running red, witnessed the ground carpeted with bodies that writhed, shiny from sweat and blood. The sky turned an angry red, set on fire by the weapons of the new invaders. He was familiar with the daily depravity of combat, of killing, but this was something else entirely. The funk of smoke and burned flesh filled the cockpit, the odor danced across his tongue, telling him a tale of what was to come.
He held his hands up in front of his face and the images and light evaporated.
It was evident that there’d been improvements, that his decision to alter his approach to past events had changed things, but the end result was still the same. It might take longer, but eventually they would lose. The Syndicate and the forces on Earth would be defeated by the new invaders who would snuff out every living thing on every habitable planet in the Universe.
But not if he had anything to say about it. Somehow, he would keep resetting the loops, making changes as necessary, until their survival was ensured.
The Potentate closed his eyes and reached over to run the palm of his hand over a command pad. The growl of generators powered down and he could feel the energy in the cockpit beginning to ebb.
When the cockpit was open, the Potentate lowered himself to the ground and stood there, his immense figure slumped over the human centrifuge.
“The girl is strong,” a voice said.
The Potentate looked back to see Hadrian standing in the shadows, looking like a dark cutout come to life.
The Potentate nodded. “I witnessed your confrontation. I saw you testing her.”
“And yet the war is still lost, yes?”
“Yes,” the Potentate replied, glancing back at the centrifuge.
“So then let us think the unthinkable.”
The Potentate motioned at Hadrian as if to stop him from continuing. “You talk of the unthinkable yet, what would you have me do?”
“What must be done,” Hadrian replied. “You must give them more latitude. You must allow them to harness the power of the object they secured.”
“They will in due time,” the Potentate said. “But I can’t allow them to perceive that the invisible hand guiding them has been mine.”
“You’ve made it difficult for them. The asteroid for instance …”
“How could I do otherwise?” the Potentate asked. “I had to stiffen their resolve, I had to make them overcome obstacles so that they would be prepared for what is to come.”
“And what might that be?” Hadrian asked.
“We both know what it is. The war to end all wars.”
Silenced stretched between the two.
“When the time comes, will you stand with me?” the Potentate asked.
“Haven’t I always?’
“But this time I’ll ask you to stand with her as well. Will you do these things for me?”
Hadrian held the Potentate’s look. “I am all that remains of my people. I will do whatever you ask of me, even if that should mean my own demise. There are no other options. What you say is true. The past must be altered and the future corrected. And when that is done, when the evil comes for us, we will be ready this time. We will fight. We will do this or die trying.”
The Potentate nodded, satisfied with this answer. Whatever it took, for the greater good. No matter how many times it took, and how many had to die, over and over… and over. His burden was greater than all of theirs—the burden of knowing this was happening and that it was up to him to stop it.





AUTHOR NOTES
George Mahaffey
Any time you write a book that features battles on distant planets with advanced technology, you’re asking for trouble. You’ve got to walk an exceedingly fine line between telling a commercial tale while also presenting the technological side of things in a sufficiently realistic manner without losing the reader. I always loved the stories in the old Tom Clancy books, but often found myself nodding off at the “weapons porn” aspect of them, the tendency of Clancy to get so far down in the weeds with the technology that he lost me as a reader. In writing the first draft of the third Syndicate Wars book, I fought to strike the right balance between the science/tech and the story.
I wanted to make things plausible, but also on the lighter side in keeping with the tone of the earlier books (which tend to have a distinctly “Guardians of the Galaxy”-like vibe to them). I also wanted to strike the balance between the sci-fi and swashbuckling aspects of the books. To that end, I kind of imagined an “Indiana Jones” in space aspect to the battle and adventures on the asteroid Hygiea, with Quinn leading her charges through hostile terrain to basically find a buried treasure.
Introducing our new mysterious character Hadrian also proved challenging, because I didn’t want to reveal his ultimate role in the overall story immediately. Rather, I wanted to portray him as a three-dimensional character, neither all good, nor all bad, who is playing a very important role in the manipulation of events, and ultimately time itself. Hopefully he’ll be viewed as a compelling character, a figure who’s experienced significant trauma in the past because of a new evil that will be explored in future books. At this point, Hadrian is someone who could be the Marines best friend, or their worst enemy, a character who will ultimately play a more prominent role in Book 4, along with Potentate Benno, whose true identity is only hinted at in Book 3, but will soon be fully revealed.
Kyle Noe
The most exciting part about writing book three of the Syndicate Wars was the opportunity to research how battles would take place on an asteroid. I’m not a scientist, but love science as a hobby, and my best friend is a nuclear engineer. So, luckily, I had a nice resource to draw from. Some of the initial ideas and ways that I wanted the story to play out just wouldn’t work. It needed to be both realistic, or at least possible, and exciting.
To that end, picking which asteroid the Space Marines carried out a mission on was the first task. What I’ve seen often in other sci-fi novels is the use of Ceres. A good size asteroid and potentially habitable if we could create an artificial magnetic field which would give the asteroid, which is almost a micro planet, an atmosphere. To make that happen, we’d need to be a solid hundred years into the future, and I didn’t see that as feasible when what we really wanted was to create a story that was less than fifty years into the future. Second, I wanted the surface and the surrounding ‘atmosphere’ to be full of dangerous obstacles to overcome as well. So the Marines are both fighting the enemy and the elements.
That led me to Hygiea, an ice asteroid with gaseous clouds all around it with a surface mostly made of graphite which would make it useful to the Syndicate war machine. Making possible two things that wouldn’t have worked on Ceres. Hygiea’s gaseous clouds, however, make a submarine-like chase in the darkness a real possibility, something we could see as a reality in the near future. Second, once on the surface, the Marines would have to contend with an icy surface changing the way they fight, giving us a new type of battle and making for some interesting visuals that were fun to imagine. And tapping into our imaginations is half the fun of reading and writing sci-fi stories. And to be blunt, writing battle scenes on the slippery ice was as exciting as any pages we’ve put together so far.
There was one other cool advantage to picking Hygiea as the Marines’ target. I wondered what could be a distinctive and new way to hide an outpost on an asteroid that would be challenging to find and break into. Underground asteroid rock is a decent way to go. But fighting your way through a surface that has both lava and freezing temperatures makes for an adventure that’s hard to top! Most importantly, Hygiea’s surface could theoretically change from time to time, heating and cooling, creating an uncertain battlefield.
Would love to hear more of your thoughts. I’m at http://twitter.com/bookrumors
Justin Sloan
Wow, these guys have been plowing through this book! Kyle and George did a lot of work here, and I'm amazed they pulled it off. As you know if you've read it, we're not only getting into the time travel elements more, we had some really cool moments - like that cool reveal with the ice (right?!). 
But here's some behind the scenes - this stuff is tough! Sometimes writing with more than one author can be more work than just by yourself, but the end result is much more thought out. We're like a television writers' room, where we brainstorm ideas and all that fun stuff. But we're also all considering what series we can each do individually when this series is done (not there yet, don't worry!). We'd love to hear from you all what you enjoyed about this series and what more you'd like to see. Head over to the Syndicate Wars Facebook page and let us know! We already have cool ideas floating around, but love to learn from what we did well (and what might not have worked for certain readers). 
Here's an interesting fact about the series so far: We've made way more from Kindle Unlimited page reads than purchases. So of course we appreciate all of you who bought the book, especially those of you who read it in KU first and then bought it, but we especially appreciate the KU crowd and the fact that Amazon offers that program. Did you know that, supposedly, KU is the second biggest online book market after Amazon (if you count them separately). I think it's followed by iBooks, though not so closely. That means we would be very dumb to leave the KU program anytime soon, so -- you don't have to worry about that! 
You fans are amazing. We've been blown away with the success of these books and how much you all have supported us. 
More snippets (sneak previews) of the next books will keep coming, so check out the Facebook site or Justin's website at www.JustinSloanAuthor.com. Enjoy!
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