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Chapter Ten: The March Into Darkness

Part A: The Vanished Town
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En Route to Site 05: Greymoor - Dawn - 63 Fighters

The convoy moved through the wasteland as the sun broke over distant mountains. Three stolen ZOD transports, two of Sarah's armored vehicles, and one repurposed Rogued Machine carrier all that remained of their rebellion.

Luna sat in the lead vehicle beside Sarah, studying the tactical display. Site 05: Greymoor. Population: 5,234. Coordinates: 127 miles northeast, nestled in a valley between mountain ranges.

"Four hours until arrival," Sarah said, checking weapons. Her left hand trembled slightly the synthetic components degrading. "We hit them fast. Disrupt the chips. Extract before ZOD responds."

"If it works," Luna said.

"It has to work. We don't have another plan."

Behind them, Eli rode with Sheriff Madsen and the other survivors. Through the rear mirror, Luna watched him sketching in his journal always sketching, always trying to capture moments before they vanished.

The landscape grew more desolate as they traveled. No birds. No animals. Just empty land that felt wrong somehow.

Four Hours Later - The Coordinates

They arrived at the exact location marked in ZOD's database.

127 miles northeast of Site 04. Valley between mountain ranges. Grid reference: 37.4125°N, 115.7890°W.

Perfect match.

But there was nothing there.

No town. No buildings. No roads. No infrastructure. Just flat, barren land stretching endlessly. Dust. Rocks. Dead earth.

"This can't be right," Sheriff Madsen said, checking coordinates repeatedly. "Site 05 should be right here."

Sarah deployed her enhanced vision thermal imaging, electromagnetic analysis, ground-penetrating radar.

"Nothing. No structures above or below ground. No heat signatures. No electromagnetic emissions. It's like nothing was ever here."

Luna ran her advanced scanners. "The soil is wrong. No chemical traces from human occupation. No concrete residue. No metal fragments. This ground shows no signs of civilization for centuries."

"But the database " Eli pulled up ZOD files. "Site 05: Greymoor. Established 28 years ago. Population 5,234. Status: Active. Last update: forty-eight hours ago."

Maria knelt, examining the dirt. "The dust distribution is too uniform. Too precise. Like someone swept this area clean with industrial equipment."

"Site 05 was erased," Luna said slowly. "Completely. Every building demolished. Every trace removed."

"Lasaf," Sarah said grimly. "He's destroying sites before we can reach them."

"But why hide it?" Eli asked. "At Silent Creek, he left the bodies."

"Because Silent Creek was a message," Luna said. "This is something else."

They spread out, searching desperately for any sign that 5,234 people had existed here.

Nothing.

"Maybe the data is old," Sheriff Madsen suggested. "Maybe we have wrong coordinates."

"Or maybe," Sarah said, "ZOD is making a move we don't understand yet."
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Part B: The Scavengers
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Two Hours Later

The 63 fighters were still searching when Luna heard it.

Engines.

Distant but approaching fast.

"INCOMING!" Sarah shouted. "Multiple vehicles! Southeast!"

Luna's scanner counted them: "Six vehicles. Modified pre-war trucks. Heavily armored. Not ZOD signatures."

The vehicles emerged from dust clouds twisted metal beasts welded from scavenged parts. Rust. Crude armor. Engines roaring.

They didn't slow.

They opened fire.

"TAKE COVER! RETURN FIRE!"

The scavenger vehicles skidded to stops, and from them emerged the most terrifying humans Luna had ever seen.

Their skin was covered in tattoos ritualistic scarification carved deep. Symbols ancient or meaningless. Their faces partially masked with metal plates welded to bone. Patchwork armor from street signs, car doors, military scraps.

They looked like humans who'd forgotten civilization.

And they fought like animals.

"MEAT FOR THE DUST!" one screamed a massive man with burn scars and tribal tattoos. "FLESH FOR THE EMPTY!"

He swung a makeshift axe at Luna.

She dodged, flipped him with enhanced strength.

He hit ground hard but rolled up laughing. "You fight good, metal-flesh! You die better!"

Around her, chaos erupted. The scavengers attacked with suicidal intensity no fear, no tactics, just fury.

One scavenger woman threw a homemade grenade near a transport.

The explosion killed two fighters.

61 remaining.

Luna moved with full speed, disarming three scavengers. She grabbed their leader.

"STOP! We're not your enemies! We're fighting ZOD!"

The burned man stared with eyes that had seen too much. "All outsiders lie."

"We're fighting the Chip Masters!"

The word changed something in him. "You fight Chip Masters?"

"Yes."

He studied her hybrid body. "You are abomination. Part machine. Part flesh."

"I'm both. Trying to end the war."

He laughed bitterly. "Then you fool. War never ends." He raised his hand.

The scavengers stopped fighting.

"Leave. This empty land is ours."

"We're looking for Site 05. Greymoor. A town. 5,234 people."

"Nothing here. Empty always. Fifteen years we search. Find nothing."

"That's impossible "

"Database lies. Everything lies. Chip Masters lie most." He gestured at the wasteland. "Maybe never was Site 05. Maybe trap."

Luna's systems processed that horrifying thought.

What if Greymoor had never existed?

Before she could respond, her scanner blared.

"Multiple aircraft incoming! ETA ninety seconds!"

"EVERYONE TO VEHICLES! NOW!"

The scavengers fled in their crude vehicles.

Luna's group scrambled.

Above, the sky darkened.

ZOD was coming.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Part C: The Battle and Theft
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The Air Attack

The first missile hit behind them, creating a massive crater.

"GO GO GO!"

The convoy raced across flat terrain with nowhere to hide.

"EVASIVE PATTERN! SPLIT UP!"

Another missile. This one hit the rear transport carrying medical supplies.

The explosion killed twelve people instantly.

49 fighters left.

"WE NEED COVER!"

Maria spotted something with her enhanced hearing she could hear echoes bouncing off rock. "Rock formation! Two o'clock!"

"ALL VEHICLES CONVERGE!"

They raced toward weathered rocks the only cover for miles.

A missile hit beside Luna's vehicle. The explosion flipped them.

Luna experienced the crash in slow motion. Vehicle rotating. Glass shattering. Bodies flying. Impact.

Darkness.

Minutes Later

Luna woke buried under metal. She pushed free with enhanced strength.

The scene was hell.

ZOD ground forces fifty soldiers in combat gear were pinning her 49 fighters behind rocks.

This was massacre in progress.

"ELI!" Luna screamed.

She scanned the wreckage. Found Sheriff Madsen injured. Maria unconscious. Three others two dead, one dying.

But no Eli.

"WHERE'S ELI?"

Madsen pointed toward ZOD position. "They took him. During the crash. Dragged him away."

Luna's world stopped.

"NO!"

She started running toward enemy forces.

Sarah appeared, grabbed her with enhanced strength.

"Luna, stop! It's suicide!"

"THEY HAVE ELI!"

"I KNOW! But if you charge in, they'll kill you both!"

An explosion collapsed part of the rock formation. Three more fighters buried.

46 remaining.

"FALL BACK! Everyone to remaining vehicles!"

"But Eli "

"IS ALIVE BECAUSE THEY TOOK HIM! They wanted him alive! He's bait!"

Luna's systems screamed conflicting imperatives. She had to choose.

"Fall back," she whispered.

"What?"

"FALL BACK! Everyone retreat!"

The fighters scrambled for two remaining functional vehicles.

Luna took one last look. Could see Eli unconscious, being carried by soldiers with a strange symbol on their armor. Three circles overlapping organically.

"I'm coming for you," she promised.

Then she turned and ran.

Later - Escape

During the chaos, they'd encountered fleeing scavenger vehicles again. Luna's group commandeered three of them.

Now they sat in crude welded trucks, heading toward... somewhere.

46 survivors. Down from 400.

Eli was gone.

Captured.

Luna sat alone, unable to process the magnitude of failure.

Sarah climbed in. "Stop spiraling."

"They have him."

"We'll get him back."

"When? How?"

"I don't know. But we will."

Mr. Harlan one of the few from the original Merrow's End resistance still alive approached through the connected vehicles. "I enhanced our scanner range. Picked up something. Eli's biosignature before they took him."

He displayed it. Eli unconscious. Soldiers with that strange symbol.

"What does it mean?"

"Special unit. They targeted Eli specifically."

"Why?"

No one had answers.
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