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Chapter 1




Lily Dindle shoved her revolver out of the way to retrieve her keys from her handbag. She took hold of the wrought-iron gate to unlock it. The brass plate on the wall read, Ironforge.

The key grating in the lock distracted her from noticing a filthy ragman shuffling up behind her. He laid his grimy hand on her shoulder and Lily spun around ready to fight. Her hand flew to her heart when she saw him. “You scared me, Lionel.”

He mumbled between toothless gums and made incoherent burbling noises. 

Lily relaxed and smiled. “Go around to the kitchen entrance at four o’clock, the same as every day. You can get something to eat then.” 

He interrupted her with more incomprehensible ramblings, but she cut him off. “You know I don’t hand out cash, Lionel. If you want something to eat, you can go to the kitchen entrance at four o’clock. Otherwise, I’ll see you at the Community Center tomorrow at nine as usual.”

He started talking faster. He waved his hands in exaggerated circles and his bleary, bloodshot eyes rolled in their sockets. His matted, filthy hair waved across his head with every movement.

Lily nodded while she turned her key in the lock. The gate popped open. “I understand, Lionel,” she said over her shoulder. “I already told you I don’t hand out money on the streets. I’ll see you tomorrow at the center.” 

He kept talking louder and making less sense. She continued nodding while she backed through the gate and inched it closed between them against his best efforts to slip inside. “Have a good afternoon, Lionel.”

She slammed the gate shut and retreated far enough behind it that he couldn’t reach her. She breathed a sigh of relief and hurried into the big brick house behind the wall.

She punched her code into the security system to unlock the front door and double-locked it behind her before she fully relaxed. 

After more than seven years of serving the poor and homeless on the broken streets of Detroit, she still never fully let down her guard until she got behind several layers of defenses.

She dumped her handbag on the hall table along with her keys. Four other bags lined the same table with four keychains dangling on hooks on the wall. 

The unmistakable thump of gunfire shook the house from under the floor. Lily smiled to herself. One o’clock and the Last Division was busy with their daily combat training.

Lily pulled her sidearm out of her handbag and ran her finger down the timetable posted on the wall. Echo Boxwood would be doing her rotation on the basement firing range. 

Lily headed for the stairs to join her friend. A female voice called to her as she passed another room on her right. “In here, Lily.”

Lily tracked the sound to Dead Betty in the dojo. When the Last Division leased this house, they converted a spare living room into a martial arts training room.

Betty brushed her long, curly blonde hair off her sweaty forehead. Five-foot-six and built of solid muscle, Betty posed a special challenge to anyone who dared to spar with her. Lily hesitated to enter the dojo and take up that challenge.

Betty grinned at the gun in Lily’s hand. “You won’t be needing that in here.”

Lily chuckled. “I was on my way to see what Echo’s up to.”

“Did you check the roster? What’s your station today?”

Lily lowered her gaze to the floor. “Recon.”

Betty’s face fell to match Lily’s. “Oh.”

Lily nodded and turned away. “I better get to it. See you later.”

Betty went back to a padded post with several wooden appendages poking out of it. Betty started going through her sequences of strikes and blocks against her lifeless opponent.

Lily cast one last wistful glance into the dojo. She would much rather spar Betty than do the job she was rostered for.

She headed back down the hall. Metallic clicks and snaps made her stop at a bedroom near the kitchen.

A tall, athletic woman with chocolate brown hair worked at a table piled with weapons. She slotted open the magazine of an automatic rifle and let it spring back into place.

Lily sighed and headed for the tiny office near the back porch. She didn’t want Snowflake, their commanding officer, to catch her shirking her duties. 

The savory smell of chicken soup drifted to Lily’s nose and Lily smirked when she heard the last member of their team cursing in the kitchen. Zero hated kitchen patrol more than any other detail. Most of the Last Division did, but the smell told Lily that at least Zero hadn’t burned the soup today.

Lily passed the kitchen to the office behind it and flung herself into a squeaky swivel chair in front of a bank of computers. 

The office window looked out over the compound’s backyard to the electrified fence beyond. A dozen homeless people already milled around out there even though the team wouldn’t hand out any food for another three hours.

Every day followed the same pattern around here. Only the team’s rotation changed. KP. Shooting range. Weapons detail. Hand-to-hand combat training. Recon. Then the sequence started over again.

When they weren’t giving out food and conducting job training and home visits to Detroit’s most destitute and hopeless residents, the team kept up their military routine. They had to. 

Drug addicts, armed gangs, and bored teenagers had broken into this compound twenty times during the first year after the Last Division took up residence here. Things only got worse with every passing year.

The team conducted this humanitarian mission like a military operation. They could help more people that way and do the job they committed to doing. 

Lily and her friends had found their rhythm after so many years on the ground in this domestic war zone. They just hadn’t found the peace they were looking for when they came back from the war in Afghanistan.

Lily punched a random button on the keyboard in front of her and seven screens flickered on. She typed in her password. 

The computers responded by opening seven different search programs. One panel displayed ten identical black and white squares showing surveillance camera feeds from around the compound.

Another screen showed satellite heat signatures from the surrounding seven blocks. The computer monitored their proximity to the compound. 

Seven wavy lines wobbled across the third monitor. Lily gave them only a passing glance and turned her attention to the fourth screen.

A continuous stream of code traced up the surface and disappeared into the void of cyberspace. Lily read it for a few minutes and scribbled some notes on a notepad. 

She nearly jumped out of her skin when a hand clapped her on the shoulder. “Anything yet?”

Lily leaped out of her seat and whirled around to find Snowflake standing by her chair. “What do you think you’re doing—trying to give me a heart attack? How many times do I have to tell you not to do that?”

Snowflake didn’t take her eyes off the screen. “I’m keeping you on your toes. Did you turn anything up yet?”

“I already told you I didn’t,” Lily grumbled. “How long do you want to keep the crawler running?”

“As long as it takes—maybe forever.” Snowflake pointed to a section of numbers and letters on the screen. “What’s that?”

“A newspaper in Greenville, North Carolina, is running the story again. One of the refugees settled there and his daughter just got accepted to West Point. A local journalist found out, and when the guy interviewed her parents, her father told the story. The paper is repeating it so it’s turning up here.”

“Do they name any names?” Snowflake asked.

“They couldn’t. The father didn’t know any of our names, so he couldn’t repeat them. He only knew about the Last Division. The journalist is doing every search in the book to find out who was on the team, but he hasn’t turned up anything yet. I’m sure he never will. If he was going to find anything, he would have by now.”

“Keep an eye on it. You can inform the others at the briefing tonight.” Snowflake straightened up. “I gotta go.”

Lily looked around at her friend. “What about the rest of the rotation?”

“I have to go meet a supplier of G36s in Forest Park.”

Lily’s jaw dropped. “Forest Park! Are you insane? You can’t go there alone. You’d never make it back alive, especially not with a shipment of assault rifles. How do you think you’re going to get them back in one piece?”

Snowflake aimed a menacing finger at the computer screen over Lily’s shoulder. “Keep an eye on that news article. I’ll be back around seven tonight. Echo can do the briefing.”

Lily collapsed back in her chair. Just great. The team’s illustrious leader was going off on a suicide mission to the worst parts of Detroit to pick up more weapons while her friends got stuck doing the drudge work of handing out soup to the local homeless. Lily never got to have any fun.

Lily flung her pen on the desk when, out of nowhere, the computer gave a deafening blast of alarm. Lily lunged forward with her heart in her mouth and wheeled her chair around. She stared in unblinking horror at the monitor in a desperate search for the source of the disturbance.

Snowflake rushed back into the room. “What’s going on?”

Lily’s fingers flew over the keyboard. “Someone tripped our proximity alarm. They’re inside the fence, but they aren’t showing up on the camera feed.” 

Lily swallowed hard and fought down rising tension. Ironforge hadn’t had a break-in for years, so why was one happening now in the middle of the day?

The alarm kept blaring loud enough to wake the dead. Lily worked feverishly over the computer to locate the intruder, but she couldn’t find the signal anywhere. The sound racked her nerves and distracted her from concentrating.

“The intruder must be out there somewhere,” Snowflake barked. “Track him down.”

“Of course he must be out there somewhere!” Lily yelled over the noise. “He’s using some sort of electronic signal to mask his position.”

“What the hell for?” Snowflake fired back. “Who is it?”

“It’s one man.” Lily pointed to the video camera feed. “He jumped over the wall here, by the southeast corner. He hit the ground and disappeared, but he’s definitely still inside the fence.”

“The laser monitors should have picked him up.”

The alarm sent Lily into combat mode. “I’m telling you he’s using a device to deflect the monitors. He’s invisible as long as he stays inside the fence. We have to track him down the old-fashioned way.”

Snowflake whirled away. She lunged for the bedroom with Lily on her tail. Snowflake snatched up the Remington Bushmaster she’d just been working on when Lily first walked into the house. 

Snowflake shouldered the weapon just as Betty appeared in the door. “What’s going on?”

“Intruder,” Snowflake snapped. “Arm up and get into position. Lily, get word to Echo and you two take the back.” She stuck her head into the kitchen. “Drop what you’re doing, Zero. Intruder alert.”

Betty ran to a cupboard on the wall and pulled out a headset. She slotted it over her head and positioned the earpiece in her ear. An adjustable arm held a microphone in front of her mouth. She handed another one to Lily.

Lily waited only long enough to get her hands on the device before she ran for the stairs. The team trained all the time for situations just like this, but that didn’t settle her nerves when a real intruder attacked their compound.

How much damage could one man do against five trained soldiers? What man in his right mind would attack Ironforge alone?

Lily fitted the headset to her ear while she dashed down the hall. The sets’ earplugs would protect the team’s hearing from the noise of gunfire while still letting them communicate with each other across the house. 

Lily’s heart pounded. She raced down the basement stairs and didn’t stop until she reached the shooting range.

A short, curvy woman with deep black hair lay flat on her stomach on the AstroTurf floor. She aimed a rifle on a tripod at a target thirty yards away. She didn’t hear Lily through her earmuffs.

Lily ran up behind her. She waited until Echo squeezed off another shot before she tapped her friend on the shoulder.

Echo ripped off her ear protection and flipped over. Her eyes said it all. No one on the team would interrupt someone on the firing range unless it was a serious emergency. 

Lily jerked her thumb over her shoulder. “Intruder. You’re with me.”

Echo hopped to her feet. She didn’t bother to take off her safety glasses. She followed Lily back upstairs and the two women both grabbed weapons from the bedroom. Echo put on a headset and the two women returned to the office.

Snowflake’s voice crackled in Lily’s ear. “Any sign of him?”

Lily motioned Echo toward the back door. “Get out to the barricade while I take a look.”

Echo exited the house onto the back porch. She rested her assault rifle on the railing and scanned the surroundings. She ran her gun barrel over the homeless people still clustered around the fence while Lily slaved over the computer.

She searched the system one more time but still came up with nothing. She depressed the call button to address the whole team. “He’s still not showing up on the monitors. Any sign of him out front?”

“Nothing yet,” Snowflake reported.

Lily cursed under her breath and hefted her weapon. How were they supposed to fight someone they couldn’t see?

She put out her hand for the doorknob when an unholy eruption of gunfire exploded on the back porch. Lily plunged through the door, planted her feet next to Echo, and propped her rifle on the railing. 

Echo’s gun kept burping bullets into the air. Empty cartridges rained on the floorboards before Lily saw what Echo was shooting at.

A single man bolted across the yard in front of them. He burrowed through the shrubbery by the wall before he broke cover and made a mad dash for a tree in the middle of the compound. He dove behind it for protection against Echo’s bullets ripping the bark to shreds.

Echo straightened up, ejected her clip, and plugged another into the magazine. “Bastard! He’s damn good, that’s for certain.”

“Who is he?” Lily shouted back.

“He’s got training. That’s all I know.” Echo dragged her forehead across her shoulder to wipe away sweat before she took a fresh bead on her enemy.

Lily trained her gun on the tree. She dropped her finger to the trigger and squeezed just enough to put tension on the firing mechanism. The guy would be a dead man the minute he showed his face.

He caught them off guard even with both Lily and Echo standing ready to fire at a moment’s notice and even with all their training and preparation. He dove into view and completed three somersaults before either woman got a shot off. 

Lily and Echo opened up at the same moment. Two trails of bullets ripped into the dirt. The man vaulted to his feet and made one reckless jump for a derelict car rotting ten feet from the porch.

Lily led him with her gun sight. She missed his ankles by a fraction of an inch and her bullets pocked the corroded metal before he cowered for safety behind the car.

Echo growled through gritted teeth. “That’s it. I’m gonna kill that son of a….”

Snowflake, Betty, and Zero came barging through the back door. “Report!” Snowflake demanded. “Where is he?”

“He’s behind the car.” Lily checked her magazine. “I’d say he’s done this before.”

“He’s damn fast,” Echo snarled. “He could be Special Forces, but I’d say he’s even higher than that. He’s no tool from the neighborhood. He knew the whole layout of the compound. He must have trained for this. I’d bet any amount of money on that.”

“That’s impossible,” Betty chimed in. “Who would train to break into a charitable organization?”

“Someone who knew we kept weapons and food and computers inside,” Lily replied. “He obviously knew what he was getting into before he jumped that wall.”

“I don’t give a crap who he is. This is over right now.” Snowflake propped her rifle on her shoulder and seized one of several grenades dangling from her belt. She clenched her fist around the lever and pulled the pin. “I’ll deal with him, whoever he is.”

She lobbed the grenade high. It soared in a perfect arc over the yard on a deadly path toward the car. Lily ducked behind the railing for protection from the blast when, without warning, the intruder rocketed into view. 

The grenade hit the car and a plume of heat and thunderous noise boomed across the compound.

Lily jerked up her weapon and sighted down the barrel. The others did likewise, but they were too late. The guy already made it halfway across the yard. With one wild leap, he plummeted under the porch into the cellar beneath the house.

Snowflake whipped around. “Get down there now! Zero, you take the basement stairs. Betty, you go through the ventilation duct. It’s the only way he might be able to get from the cellar into the house itself. Echo, you and Lily stay here and make sure he doesn’t try to escape. If he shows his face in the open again, bury him.”

“What are you going to do?” Echo asked. 

“I’m going down the same hole he used.” Snowflake barged to the steps leading from the porch down to the yard.

The others all turned away to their tasks. At that instant, while all their backs were turned, a scuffle reverberated through the porch floor. 

Lily barely had time to turn back the other way when a tall man, taller even than Snowflake, vaulted over the railing and landed right in front of Lily.

Lily reacted on pure instinct. She tightened both fists on her weapon and slammed it upward into the man’s face. He staggered back and hit the railing. He flailed both arms to catch his balance. His eyelids fluttered for a moment.

Lily didn’t hesitate. She heaved her gun above her head and smashed the butt into the man’s nose. He toppled like a ton of bricks and folded into a pile at her feet.

Lily crushed her weapon in a white-knuckle grip. She flipped it around and crammed the butt into her shoulder. She pounced on the man and stabbed the muzzle into his eye socket. She gasped for breath to steady her hands to fire.

Blood poured from the guy’s nose. His eyes stared in a dead blank at the roof behind Lily’s head. Her pulse hammered in her ears and she tightened her grip on the trigger to blow his brains out.

Her vision cleared and she saw him through the fog of blood and mayhem. Every instinct told her to shoot, to put this enemy in the ground. 

Somewhere out of the distant reaches of time, another voice whispered in her ear. She blinked and the man’s face came into focus. “Liam!” she gasped. “What are you doing here?”

Snowflake materialized at her side. “You know this guy?”

Lily panted in a painful struggle to get her mind to function. “I know him. He’s my older brother.”








  
  
Chapter 2




Snowflake jabbed a pistol in Liam’s face. “I don’t care what you say. You’re a dead man.” 

“Finish him,” Echo snapped. “Whoever he is, he came here to put us out of business.”

“First tell us who you’re working for,” Snowflake demanded. “Start talking. The minute you stop making sense, I put a bullet in your brain.”

Liam held up both hands. He tried to get off the kitchen stool to stand up, but Snowflake shoved him back down. “Don’t move, punk.”

“Will you calm down?” Liam snapped. “Just put the gun away and listen to me. I didn’t come here to put you out of business.”

“Then what are you doing here?” Betty asked. “You could have just knocked on the door like anyone else.”

“I tried!” Liam yelled. “Don’t you think I tried? Do you think I would go to all this trouble to see my own sister if I could find another way?”

“I don’t buy it,” Echo retorted. “You didn’t need a laser deflecting shield to see your sister. You could have just stood out there with your hands up and waited for us to bring you in. You didn’t need all that cloak-and-dagger stuff.”

Liam swiveled around to confront Lily. “Will you say something? For Christ’s sake, will you tell your friends to back off?”

Lily stayed where she was against the kitchen wall and kept her arms crossed over her chest. She watched the whole scene unfold with mixed emotions. 

“They’re right, Liam,” she told him. “I was just outside an hour ago. If you wanted to talk to me, you could have just walked up to me on the street. You didn’t have to break in here like James freakin’ Bond.”

Liam made another abortive attempt to get off the stool before Snowflake punched him hard across the jaw to knock him back. “You’re not going anywhere, dirtbag. Sit down if you know what’s good for you.”

“Jesus Christ, Snowflake!” Liam grunted. “What was that for?”

Snowflake froze with her pistol aimed at his temple. “How do you know my name?”

“I know all your names. I know you’re Echo Boxwood, and you’re Dead Betty, and you’re called Zero. Am I right? I know all about you guys and I know all about the Last Division. I came here to talk to you—to talk to my sister. I’m not your enemy.”

“You sure look like our enemy from here,” Lily remarked.

“We’ve been running crawler programs on the internet for seven years,” Betty pointed out. “No one knows about us except the highest security clearances in the government. Do you expect us to believe you came from them?”

Liam stole a peek at her before he cast his eyes to the floor. “Yes.”

The friends exchanged glances. No one moved for a second. Then, all at once, Snowflake lunged for him. 

She caught him by the throat with her left hand, plastered her gun barrel against his nose and squashed it into his face. “Start talking and talk fast. Who are you really working for and what are you doing here? This is your last chance.”

Liam raised both hands and clamped his eyes shut tight. “I’m working for the President. Okay? I came here on a mission from the President of the United States. You guys are being called up into active service again.”

Lily’s eyes popped and Betty gasped. Snowflake’s hands shook menacing Liam with the gun. Those words struck terror into Lily’s guts. Called into active service? They couldn’t be, not after seven years.

Snowflake let her gun drop and she straightened up. Her arms flopped to her sides and she whispered in a husky voice. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Liam swallowed hard. “Listen to me. The President is in danger. He recruited me to come and see you guys. He has a mission for you. I’m here to give you all the details and bring you up to speed so you can complete it.”

Snowflake turned around very slowly and her deep brown eyes swept the circle of faces. 

The five women regarded each other for one terrible moment. Lily’s heart plummeted into her shoes. They couldn’t go back into active service after seven years of self-imposed exile. No way.

Betty broke the silence first. “I’m not going. I don’t care what anybody says. I’m not going back into service.”

Liam gave a heavy sigh. “You don’t have to. You can stay here. Only Lily will be going anywhere.”

Lily jumped. “You just said the whole team is being called up.”

“They are, but you’re the only one going anywhere.”

“I think you better explain exactly what’s going on here,” Snowflake barked. “Start from the beginning and don’t leave anything out.”

Liam slumped on his stool and pressed his wrist to his bloody nose. “Do you mind giving me some ice or something for this first?”

No one moved. The five women stared at him like he had dropped from another planet. 

Lily measured her brother. He looked the same as she remembered, but she might as well have never seen him before in her life.

He stood a head taller than everyone in the room. He even dwarfed Snowflake. His angular shoulders and lanky frame distributed his muscle to make him look thin, but he was just as formidable as a man twice his weight.

He wore his sandy brown hair cut close around his ears and his sea-green eyes sent a wave of nostalgia through Lily. 

She used to be close to her brother when they were growing up, but she hadn’t seen him in over fifteen years. She knew nothing about him or what he’d been doing since she shipped out to Afghanistan. 

He wasn’t supposed to know what she’d been doing, either, but he found out somehow. If he knew about the Last Division, he must have found out a lot more than he could have learned from a simple internet search.

He raised his eyes to her face. One minute, she was looking at the brother she knew and loved better than anyone else in the world. The next instant, she found herself staring at a stranger. 

If he was working for the government, if he was working for people high enough to know about the Last Division, she didn’t have a clue who or what he was. She had no reason to trust him.

His eyes darted sideways once before coming back to her face. Lily snapped out of her trance and realized that all her friends were watching her and waiting to see what she would do. This was her brother. What happened to him depended on her alone.

She pivoted away and stalked to the large freezer in the corner. She yanked the door open and took out a bag of frozen peas. She held it out to him. When he pressed it to his face, Lily plucked the pistol out of Snowflake’s hand.

She settled the weapon in her hand and dropped her thumb onto the safety. When Liam removed the bag, he found her pointing the gun at his head. “Now start talking. Tell us everything and make it fast or I’ll kill you myself.”

Liam let his hand drop into his lap. The peas made a crunching noise on his thigh. “All right. Here goes. The government has been experimenting for years to find a way to make time travel possible. About six years ago, they finally found a way to do it.”

Echo snorted. “You lying sack of….”

“It’s true. They kept it a secret for obvious reasons, but they’re always working on stuff like that. They have whole labs dedicated to telekinesis and advanced healing powers and all kinds of crazy crap. You wouldn’t believe half the stuff they’re experimenting with. They’ve been doing it for decades and they finally cracked the time travel code. They sent a guy back in time to prehistoric Europe and he brought back a living Archicebus, a prehistoric primate that’s been extinct for thousands of years. They’ve got it stuffed in a silo somewhere in Nebraska.”

The women gaped at him in blank disbelief. “You’re making this up,” Snowflake muttered.

He shook his head fast. “They didn’t plan to use it for much. They were just going to sit on the technology until they really needed it, but then they found out that rogue elements had developed another way to time travel. They were using black magic and they sent one of their people through the portal to somewhere in Scotland three hundred years ago.”

“Scotland!” Echo exclaimed. “What the hell for?”

“The CIA tracked down enough intelligence on the operation to find out the enemy is targeting one of the President’s ancestors. This wizard plans to kill her to alter the course of time. If they succeed, they’ll wipe out the American President. They’ll make it so the war never happened. Your team will never go to Afghanistan. You won’t complete your mission. Everything you guys went through will have been for nothing.”

He stopped to let his words sink in. Lily looked sideways to find her friends exchanging glances. Zero’s mouth fell open. “Are you freaking serious? You want us to believe that rogue elements are using black magic? That’s nuts.”

“It’s true,” Liam went on. “We confirmed it all. The President sent me here. He wants me and you, Lily, to go through the portal to stop this wizard guy. He’s going after a woman named Lady Rhona Armstrong and he’s got the jump on us by about three months. We have to get back there right away. If he succeeds, he could change everything. He could maybe win the war or even one of the World Wars. He could change the whole course of history.”

Snowflake stepped forward and raised her hand. “Hold it right there, Mister. You’re not taking one of my team. I don’t care if you came from the President himself. This is ridiculous. You can’t expect us to believe all that nonsense about time travel and whatever else.”

“You haven’t even told us who these supposed rouge elements are,” Echo pointed out. “You have to admit it sounds pretty flimsy.”

“We have only your word that you even come from the government,” Betty chimed in. “You could be making it all up.”

Liam started to get off his stool. He raised his arms to make his point. “You have to listen to me. There’s no time to stand around arguing.”

“You still haven’t explained why you broke in here instead of just talking to us like an ordinary person,” Snowflake went on. “Where did you get the technology to deflect our monitors?”

“I told you I got it from the government,” Liam snapped. “Don’t you think a government that has invented time travel can invent a device to mask a simple laser signal? Come on!”

“None of my people are going anywhere with you until we substantiate your claims.” Snowflake made a grab for his arm. “Come on. We have a holding cell downstairs. You can stay there until someone higher up the chain of command gives us the word that we’re supposed to believe you.”

He yanked his arm away from her. “You know they won’t substantiate it. They would never acknowledge the Last Division publicly, so what makes you think they’ll acknowledge this? This is classified.”

“I don’t care,” Snowflake retorted. “You can sit in the holding cell until we get clarification on our orders or we can execute you right now. It’s your choice.”

Liam spun around and braced himself to fight. “Get your hands off me! You don’t have the authority to hold me against my will.”

Snowflake hauled back her fist. Lily saw the encounter degenerating into another full-blown battle. “Stop! I’ll do it.”

“No, you won’t,” Snowflake countered. “As long as you’re under my command, you’ll…”

“I’m not under your command.” Lily spoke under her breath, but everyone in the room hung on her every word. “We aren’t soldiers anymore. I’ll go. It’s the only way to prove if he’s telling the truth. It’s also the only way the four of you can keep doing our work without any interference from higher up. I’ll go.”

Snowflake held out her hand. “Hold it right there. We don’t even know if this time travel stuff is real.”

“It is.” Liam took something out of his pocket. The team leaned in close to inspect a small copper cube rotating in his fingers. 

Strange symbols covered its sides, but Lily couldn’t make out any other distinguishing features. She couldn’t see a lid or any moving parts.

The women stared at the thing. It looked like a toy. “What is that?” Betty asked.

“This device opens the time portal,” Liam replied. “When I activate this, it will transport us to the time and place programmed into it, but it will only transport two people at a time. That’s why I can only take Lily and not the rest of you. Besides, more than two people would attract too much attention.”

Snowflake smacked her lips and rolled her eyes. “What do you take us for—idiots?”

“It’s all right,” Lily interrupted. “I might as well try it. If it’s all hogwash, I’ll find out pretty soon and I’m just as capable of knocking him off as the rest of you.”

Liam’s head shot up and he scowled at her, but she only smiled at him. If he wanted to play games with her, he would find she was no idiot, either.

She nodded to her friends. “Stand down. I got this.”

“You don’t have to do this, Lily,” Snowflake told her. “We’re a team. I’m not gonna turn you over to some lunatic just because he cooked up a crazy story like this.”

“Don’t worry, Lieutenant,” Lily replied. “I’m going to check the database first to confirm the order. Stand down and let me deal with my brother.”

“All right. Let us know if you need anything.” Snowflake jerked her thumb at the others. 

They started to head out of the kitchen when a timer rang above the stove. It was four o’clock and time to hand out the afternoon soup and bread. 

Zero looped one potholder around the handle of an enormous kettle while Betty took the other side. They hauled the cauldron to the back door and lugged it outside. Snowflake took a bunch of ladles and bowls while Echo followed them with an armload of bread loaves.








  
  
Chapter 3




Lily turned her attention to her brother. “You better clean yourself up. I’ll be right back.” 

She moved to the door, but Liam jumped off his stool and grabbed her arm. “You don’t really think you can confirm the order, do you? This is black ops. You’ll never find any trace of it.”

She rounded on him bristling. She never talked back to him before in her life, but a lot of water had passed under the bridge since they played in the dirt as kids. 

“You better hope I do confirm it because if I don’t, I’m not going anywhere with you,” she hissed. “I’m not your kid sister anymore. If you know about the Last Division, you know I would never agree to this without some confirmation. You want a soldier who has gone behind enemy lines. You want someone who can handle herself when the fur starts flying and that’s exactly what you got. Now sit down and put those peas on your face. You damn well better be sitting here when I get back.”

She yanked her arm out of his grasp and marched off to the office. She plunked down in the same chair, but this time, she thought long and hard before she touched the keyboard. 

Black ops this might be, but some trace of the time travel project and the order to track down the Last Division should still turn up on the team’s search program.

She laid her hands on the desk and started typing. She spent twenty minutes searching the crawler before she found a line that told her everything she needed to know. 

She typed, Liam Barnett, movements. She tracked him back to Washington within the last week. She located his visits to the Pentagon and even the White House. 

Whoever Liam was working for, he certainly moved in high circles, but that proved nothing. 

She continued her search until she hit pay dirt. She delved into Liam’s bank records and followed the source of his income. 

It led her to an obscure branch of the military called Felix Margoles, but that name didn’t match any individual person. It checked out as a sub-department of the Treasury with more than fifty employees, each with no traceable home addresses, next of kin, or employment records.

The department issued funds not only to its employees but to several other cryptic recipients. When she rummaged through the records, she uncovered a file of emails. It contained dozens of PDF attachments of military orders to Felix Margoles’s employees.

None of the orders made any sense, so they must be written in some sort of code. She isolated Liam’s orders and found one that read,

Clearance granted to travel to Detroit, recruitment detail for Project 17B. Funds released for recruit equipment and infiltration device. Report to Main Office upon completion of objective.

So it was all true. She didn’t have to read the fine print or find any smoking gun. 

That email, buried under mountains of bureaucratic red tape and computer encryption, described Liam’s mission to come to Ironforge and get her on board for this mission. Lily’s instincts from her time in the Army told her it was true.

She leaned back in the chair. No matter how much she thought about it, she already knew she would go. She didn’t know what she would find on the other side of that portal, but whatever it was, she had to see it for herself. She never backed down on an order yet and she wasn’t about to start now.

She cast one last look around the house. After seven years here, she had no other home on the planet. 

No one in the world needed her as much as her teammates and the poor people outside these walls. This was her whole world. 

What would it mean to leave it all behind….and for what? For someone or something three hundred years in the past?

Her loyalty to her country overrode her objections. She hadn’t served on active duty for seven years, but she was still a soldier at heart. Whatever this mission was, she had to complete it. No one else would do it.

She returned to the kitchen to find Liam still seated on his stool with the peas plastered to his face. He peeked over them at her. “Well? Did you find what you were looking for?”

She nodded. “Yeah. I did.”

His eyebrows flew up. “You’re lying. You did not.”

She waved that away. “So…. what? Do you want me to put on a dress or something?”

He studied her jeans and t-shirt with the zippered hoodie over it. “Do you have anything else to wear?”

“I’ll go check in my room. Why don’t you come with me? You can tell me what would be most appropriate.”

He followed her up the stairs to the second story. The team’s bedrooms lined a hallway with a bathroom at the end.

Liam surveyed the pictures on the hallway walls. No one from outside ever entered this house and they certainly never intruded on the team’s inner sanctum. Lily and her friends kept this place sacred to themselves.

Here they could display photographs of friends and loved ones they’d lost in their travels. Liam paused by a large group picture. Men and women in camo fatigues waved and smiled and made faces at the camera.

“Look at them all,” he murmured. “I never knew you had a picture of the whole Division.”

“That’s the only picture left in existence.” Lily eased over to his side. She hadn’t looked at that picture in years. It brought back too many memories. “That was the last picture taken of all of us before we went inside.”

“Did they all fall on the mission?”

“Not all. We went in with twenty-seven people. We came out with nine. One got hit by friendly fire when we tried to come back over the border. One died of smoke inhalation within hours of completing the mission. The others died of various problems before they could be repatriated Stateside. One died of food poisoning in Angkor Wat and the last one suffered a subarachnoid hemorrhage on the plane home.”

Liam shook his head. “It was such a waste of good people.”

“The mission wasn’t a waste. We did what we went in there to do. We succeeded. The real waste was never being acknowledged by the country we sacrificed for. The real waste was that none of their families ever found out why or how their loved ones died. They never got any benefits and none of the fallen got any decorations for their bravery or a proper military burial. That was the real waste.”

Liam continued the rest of the way down the hall. He inspected more pictures of people he didn’t know. “Is that why you’re here in exile—to protest the military cover-up of your mission?”

“I’m not in exile, Liam. This is my country. I’m right here where anyone can walk up to me on the street and talk to me about it, even my own brother. If any one of those people outside asked me about my service in the military, I would tell the truth. I never agreed to keep it a secret from anyone.”

“But they never do ask, do they?” 

Liam stopped in front of a picture cut out of a newspaper. It showed Snowflake, Lily, and Zero helping an old lady out of a burning building. 

“They never ask because they don’t care about you. Those people outside don’t care enough about who you really are to find out the first thing about you. They only care about what you can do for them. They can never understand you. That’s why you chose this life, so you would be surrounded by people who never found out the truth.”

“I’m surrounded by my teammates,” she pointed out. “They’re the ones I live with and talk to every day. They know all there is to know.”

“So you don’t have to talk about it. You can all live in the same silence where you don’t have to acknowledge what happened.”

“We all acknowledge what happened,” she replied. “That’s why we’re here. We took an oath to protect this country. We did it over there and we’re doing it here. We agreed to serve and protect. Those people outside need us a hell of a lot more than some strangers halfway across the world. If we’re going to give our lives to save others, we might as well do it here.”

“So you all agreed to move to Detroit and dedicate your lives to helping the poor and homeless? You agreed to remain a team with the same military power structure, with Snowflake in charge, and using your old code names and everything? You agreed to turn your backs on society and family and love. Is that it?”

“You got it.” She turned away. “At least this way I know my life won’t go to waste. Even if no one finds out what I did, I can die knowing I did my duty to my country and my people.”

She entered her own bedroom, crossed to the closet, and flicked through her hangers. Her wardrobe consisted of mostly casual work clothes with a few pieces of combat gear thrown in.

Liam’s voice floated across the room from the door. “You don’t have to live like this, Lily. You could go out into the world. You could meet a guy and have kids. You could rejoin the living. You don’t have to sacrifice yourself the way your comrades did. You survived the mission. You deserve to live.”

She didn’t turn around and clipped her words over her shoulder. “That’s pretty rich coming from a guy who has dedicated more years of his life to the Armed Forces than I have. I don’t see you married with kids. You work for Felix Margoles. You’re in exile as much as I am.”

When he didn’t answer, she turned around to see him leaning against the door jamb and blushing down at the floor. “You’re right. If you know that much, you have me pegged. I’m just as trapped in it as you are—maybe more so. I suppose I shouldn’t trash your way of life. I know you and the Last Division are doing good work out here. You’re carrying on the work you started in Afghanistan and I can’t fault you for that.”

Lily waved toward her closet. She was in no particular rush to let him off the hook. She still didn’t trust him. Did he come here to talk her out of her chosen lifestyle? He would get a rude shock if he did. 

“Do you want to look at my clothes or not? You’re the one who said we were in a hurry.”

He walked over to the closet and scrutinized her clothes. “Is this all you have?”

“I have one dress.” She lifted a hanger off the bar to show him a short mini dress, all black with a narrow waist and plain, short sleeves.

He rolled his eyes. “I think you better go the way you are.”

“You said more than two people would attract too much attention. These clothes will attract more attention than anything.”

“Our accents will already tell people we aren’t from there. Besides, I’m not dressed for the times, either. We’ll just have to show up and do the best we can. We’ll change our clothes to blend in better if we need to.”

She put the dress back on the rail. “When do you want to go?”

“Right away.” He took the box out of his pocket.

Lily’s hand shot out. “Hold on a minute. I’m not leaving without saying goodbye to the others.”

“What for? They already know where you’re going.”

She compressed her lips and darted around him. “You really are the most insensitive jerk I ever met, Liam. Jesus!”

She trotted downstairs to find her four friends in the bedroom around the table stacked with automatic weapons, grenades, and ammo clips. Snowflake stopped mid-sentence when Lily walked in. “What did you find?”

“It checks out. I didn’t find any mention of a time travel experiment, but I found enough to satisfy me that he came from the government. I guess I’ll go find out what’s on the other side of that portal.”

Echo approached her and held out both arms. “Good luck. I don’t like you leaving like this. We’ve lost too many people already, but I can see you have to go. Just be careful over there. We need you back here.”

Lily hugged her. “With any luck, I’ll be back before you know it. We’ll find this Lady Rhona and we’ll find the person who’s trying to kill her. If this time travel thing works, we’ll do our job and no time will have passed by the time I get back.”

“I hope you’re right.” Betty put her arms around Lily. “Be careful.”

Snowflake held out her hand. “I wish we could do more to help you. I don’t like sending you into harm’s way without some kind of backup.”

“You’re my backup, Lieutenant.” Lily shook Snowflake's hand. She never felt particularly close to Snowflake. Snowflake was always in command and held herself at a distance from those under her. 

Now Lily wanted to cling to her. She didn’t want to let Snowflake go for anything. “You keep this place going while I’m gone. I need Ironforge to come back to when this is all over.”

“You got it. If that’s what you need, I can definitely handle that.”

All at once, Lily couldn’t stand parting from Snowflake without a hug. She flung her arms around Snowflake and crushed her in her embrace. She crossed a barrier holding them apart. Of course she had to hug Snowflake.

Snowflake never really showed her feelings for her teammates. The burden of command held her apart, but it didn’t have to be that way. Lily pushed her back and looked up into tears standing in Snowflake’s eyes. Even that made sense. 

The five remaining members of the Last Division stood in a circle around the room. None of them wanted to lose another friend—not for anything. Not even an order from the President himself could justify sacrificing one more life.

Lily pressed Snowflake’s hand and drank in the sight of her closest friends. They were more precious to her than her own flesh and blood, but she had to do this.

She nodded to Liam. He eased into the room and placed his box on the floor near Lily. He positioned himself on the other side of it and pressed one of the symbols on its side.

The symbol clicked into the surface and a buzzing whine sounded in Lily’s ears. A crushing weight imploded her eardrums. 

Vertigo seized her and spun her around. Centrifugal force towed her outward from the box with unstoppable power.

Liam’s hand shot out and grabbed hold of her a moment before she felt herself ripped away. He grappled for her fingers and they held onto each other for dear life as the tearing maelstrom blacked out the room. Her friends smeared away into a bottomless void and everything Lily knew and loved vanished forever.








