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To my dad, Alan, and all the others who left us too soon. 

I love you, Papa.
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Prologue: The Present




Hope Sanders paced across the stage like a caged animal as the crowd watched with bated breath. Already, they’d learned more about the reclusive leader and her role during the Invasion, the West Coast’s occupation by a foreign power, and the uprising. Starting with the fact that Captain, as she was known during the uprising, was a woman.                                      

“A lot changed for us,” Hope told the audience as she paced, “that summer after we lost Thunder and Lightning. We founded Home and relocated all our civilians and livestock up there.”

The relocation had taken weeks to accomplish, between dodging or drawing away Steve, which is what they called the invaders, and hiding the tracks hundreds of people had made.

In the front row, Alex Carrington smiled, reminiscing about Home. Sonya Gatens had found the place orignally when she’d taken time off after two young fighters, Thunder and Lightning, had been killed. Alex had taken her kids up to Home two summers ago to visit the place. It’d become something of a pilgrimage for those who survived. A way to try to open up about the Invasion in a kinder way.

Motions had been made recently—partly at Alex’s instigation—to ensure no construction ever happened up there, not even a memorial. The one at the Lair was sufficient. No, Home would remain untouched by civilization and remain a place of rest for hikers, park rangers, and firefighters as a tribute to those who had lived there.

“The soldiers’ arrival changed everything,” Hope continued. Her twins, sitting between Alex and Tom, perked up when their mother mentioned the soldiers. “Who knows how things would have turned out without their help and influence? I know my life would be vastly different.”

Hope, still moving—always moving—swung back to face the crowd. “We spent a lot of time wishing the military would rescue us. When they finally showed up, I cussed more in those first days than I have before or since.” Laughter rippled through the crowd. A faint smile played about Hope’s lips but failed to warm her cold, tired eyes.

Hope chuckled suddenly, the sound catching the audience by surprise. For a moment, they saw her as she had been—a young woman delighted by all life had to throw her way. 

“Those motherfuckers were almost more trouble than they were worth.

“Almost.”








  
  
Chapter 1




“Fuck those fucking assholes who can’t walk into a fucking occupied fucking valley without getting fucking captured. Fucking twats.” I stalked back and forth just outside our camp on the edge of the foothills near Eugene. I’d been fuming for over a day, and my mood wasn’t made any better by the dreary day in late fall. The sky hadn’t let loose yet, but in Oregon, all you had to do was think of rain to summon it. 

For over a year, I’d been running around with my cousin Sonya—everyone knew her as Sirius—Phoenix, and a pair of siblings, Dereva and Anansi, fanning the flames of a rebellion. We’d been invaded by the North Korean Liberation Army, who had taken over the entire West Coast. 

After disabling our technology (we still didn’t know how), they’d rounded up the inhabitants of California, Oregon, and Washington, turning them into slaves. Oregon had been turned into a giant farm, with animals and crops all over the Willamette, everything and everyone heavily guarded. We couldn’t even rescue anyone because the families of the enslaved were kept separate as hostages so the enslaved would return each day.

Motherfuckers.

In all this time, the only thing we’d wanted was the US Army, riding to our rescue. We were less than a hundred fighters holed up in the Bull Run Wilderness, with nearly three times that in non-combatants stashed in the mountains. Sirius had come back from mourning her friends with the location of a cave system large enough to hide all our non-coms with room to spare in the Jefferson wilderness. 

Just us, against an entire army.

Then, last week, a man showed up on the edge of our camp, telling us the army had arrived. He was an advance scout, and he’d stood in the middle of a camp full of angry, armed women while keeping an admirable level of respect and calm. I could work with that, and it didn’t hurt that he was easy on the eyes.

Well, handsome as fuck was more accurate, but I conveniently forgot the way my heart jumped when I’d seen him.

Then I met his commander. A more self-righteous son of a bitch I’d never met. He’d taken one look at us, said “Collaborators and unimportant,” and fucked off on some secret mission to the Valley. The asshole in charge, Major Hendricks, refused to tell us anything.

“Your…fighters,” he’d managed to say as he looked down his thin, autocratic nose at me, despite being a couple inches shorter, “have…fraternized…with the enemy. We simply can’t trust them. Or you.” Then they’d promptly gotten captured.

Morons.

Based on how much I trusted Hendricks (not at all), we packed up and moved camp as soon as they were out of sight. Then, I’d sent my cousin to take a few scouts and follow them. I found out they’d been captured the day after it happened.

Normally, I’d be inclined to leave them, but my baby brother, Peter, was one of the idiots who got his ass caught. Now, four of us risked death, or worse, to spring these dumbasses from prison. I’d even had to send a vehicle back to the Lair, our home base and a former secret military outpost, to get additional support.

Who’s the idiot now? my inner asshole taunted. Fuck you, too, I told it.

Taking five slow, deliberate breaths, I headed back into camp. “All right. I’m ready,” I announced.

As Seahorse had predicted all those months ago, the girls weren’t overly thrilled with the plan. Who could blame them? One thing goes wrong, and we’re all either sex slaves or on the torture rack. To give ourselves our best chance of blending in, we’d brought the Fates—non-combatants who hadn’t left the area around the Lair in months—into the field.

The Three Fates, former beauticians who’d been freed in one of our earlier rescues, circled me, plucking at my clothing and clucking. Going by the noises, they didn’t approve of my fatigues, plain T-shirt, boots, sweatshirt, and plethora of weaponry that passed as our uniforms.

The First Fate, a woman who neither confirmed nor denied when I asked her if she was from Europe, snorted. “You aren’t ready yet, but you will be.”

Around us, fighters—mostly women but a scattering of men—prepped for the coming fight, giving their weapons a final check, tightening laces, and making sure they had plenty of ammo. I wished desperately to be a part of their number, but instead I faced the Fates, who were armed with the tools of their trade—makeup, scissors, hair dye, and…clothing.

Calling the tiny slip of cloth clothing was being generous. Sirius, Phoenix, and I had gone into Salem nearly a year ago, just to see what the hell was happening. While there, we broke into a brothel, killed a bunch of soldiers, stole a bus, and rescued some women who had been forced into prostitution. On our way out, we’d sacked the place, taking anything that might be useful, including the clothes.

That piece of foresight finally came in handy. I now sat on a tree stump in my bra and underwear while the three women worked over and around me, patting, trimming, primping, and coloring to make me look presentable. Occasionally, they called for another bucket of water. Then they called in another fighter, Ink. The teen had a keen eye for art and tattooing. She drew designs over my scars with henna.

When they’d all finished and got me into the slip of a dress, I surveyed the expanse of visible skin, and how much of it was covered in henna tattoos, including around my left eye, where a cougar had given me a memento.

I stood and twisted experimentally, the cold wind blowing up my nether regions. “You know, I don’t think I’ve been this naked in public since I was born.”

They laughed, then the Second Fate brought over a pair of six-inch platform heels. “Your shoes, my dear.”

I eyed them dubiously, but obediently sat down on the stump to pull the shoes on. “When did we get shoes?” I grunted, struggling to get a foot into the strappy contraption of torture.

“They came in an hour ago.” Phoenix folded her arms, scowling down at the shoes she already wore. “They suck.”

The First, seeing me struggle, knelt and brushed my hands aside to work the shoe on herself. “It won’t fit?” She sat back, surprised.

I held up the other shoe, squinting at the text on the bottom. “Heh. It’s a normal width shoe. It’ll never fit,” I informed the nonplussed beautician.

She looked at my trapped foot, my toes not even passing the halfway mark, her lips compressed in a thin line. “This was the only pair they found in your size. Now what?”

“I go barefoot.” I wrenched the wretched thing off and flexed my foot, stretching my toes before standing. “If I walk right, I should be okay. I’m doing a natural thing.” I wrinkled my nose, grimacing.

The First stood up, dusting off her knees. “It will have to do. We do not have shoes for another girl, so we cannot replace you. You must make the best of it. Now, you learn to walk!”

This declaration received some notice from the fighters surrounding us.

“But I already know how to walk!” I said. Women huddled around Dereva, who had a pad and pencil out, swirling apart and coming together again, their grins swiftly hidden at my glances.

“Hah!” The First brought my attention back. “No. You stride. Every move conveys violent intent. Now, you must learn to seduce with a step.”

“Fuck me.” More than one person had to hide a reddening face or outright laughter. I scowled. “Whose dumbass idea was this, anyway?” I asked the air.

“We only have one person who could come up with something as bold as this,” Dereva piped up. The word stupid hung unspoken in the air. She looked like all she needed was a bowl of popcorn to be all set. Her pencil hovered over the pad. “You.”

“The peanut gallery can shut up,” I groused.

Nobody tried to hide their laughter anymore.

“You realize I’m about as seductive as a pineapple, right?” I looked at the Fates as if they would save me.

“Spiky on the outside, sweet and tart on the inside, and will dissolve you in acid if given enough time,” Phoenix chortled, happy now that someone was more uncomfortable than her.

“…Okay. I’ll give you that one. Asshole.”

“Now, Captain.” The First Fate interrupted our Roast The Captain session. “What you must do is this…”


      ***Sung Ki’s black eyes met mine as the truck slowed at the last checkpoint before town. Steep hills covered in fir trees held the mist barely above our heads, revealing the town at the last minute. Only four of us. I pressed my lips together, then remembered the lipstick and immediately softened them. Phoenix, Storm, and me sat in the back, dressed in tiny bits of nothing. In front, Sung Ki drove the only military truck we’d stolen that didn’t have bullet holes in it.

“Lucky you, avoiding the shoes,” Storm whispered.

“Big feet.” I grinned.

“Shit.” Phoenix pulled our attention around to see the compound. “Look at the security here.”

“Well, at least we’re in the right place.”

Out of the whole town, only the industrial area had tall chain link fencing and curled barbed wire with guards walking their rounds. It was a small section, maybe a square mile. Steve even included a few houses from the neighboring suburbs inside their compound.

We were silent, conscious of our lack of weapons and clothing. “Not like we didn’t know about this,” I muttered, shifting in my excuse for a dress.

Sirius had brought word back that the place was like Fort Knox, which is why we’d brought the Fates in to tart us up like high-priced call girls, ready for a day or three’s worth of debauchery. The Fates had assured me that women were often sent out to one of these bases for “entertainment” and that getting in wasn’t the problem. What straight man is going to complain about scantily clad women showing up?

Leaving would be difficult, which is why we had friends on the outside.

The truck rolled to a stop at the gate and Steve whisked the door open for us. I was last out, and my eyes widened when the other two wobbled on the uneven asphalt. I let out a slow breath when they caught their balance.

Around us, Steve broke into excited chatter, and three stepped forward to frisk us, groping and fondling where they could. We gripped each other’s hands in a mixture of courage and “we can’t kill them yet” as we stood in a row. One Steve hiked up my skirt, but Sung Ki bulled through the soldiers, snapping and pushing them away.

They settled in a loose ring around us, several of them eyeing the sleeve work Ink had done on my leg to hide the scars that that mountain lion had given me.

Impatiently, Sung Ki waved at them to unload the bags and lead the way. Before moving out, the soldiers searched each bag. All they found were short lengths of solid steel pipes, meant to be fitted together, bases and ceiling attachments, wooden sticks, and a few more costumes as well as curtains and rope. Grunting, they finally led the way into a building a couple hundred yards away.

Sung Ki turned away from the men, and I saw her hands tremble until she clenched them into fists. Catching her eye, I nodded. Squaring her shoulders, she took a deep breath and followed Steve towards what looked like the offices for the warehouse complex, brusquely waving us after her.

I checked out the buildings we passed, hissing and hitching my stride when I stepped on a sharp rock. Grunting, I remembered what the Fates had said about walking. Rising onto my toes, I stepped carefully, my hips automatically swaying from side to side. Fuck this shit.

Once inside, Steve led us to a large central room with doors and interior windows along two walls. Sung Ki shooed them out, snapping orders at their retreating backs. With no time to lose, we ransacked the bags, pulling out the pipes, cloth, and ropes Steve just checked.

I stood on a chair to attach the ropes to the ceiling, stringing the cloth on it to make a curtain and stage area. The others began assembling the pipes into floor to ceiling poles, carefully setting aside a few extra pieces.

I flipped a ratchet out and started tensioning the first pole to the floor near the center of the room while Storm held it steady. We needed to make this look good.

“All set?” Sung Ki asked.

Glancing around, I nodded. “All set. Good luck.”

She left through the only door that led to the outside, laughing quietly with the guard stationed there.

“Hey.” Phoenix jolted me back into the room. “Where’s the piece with the hooky thing?”

“Um…” I flailed around behind me, my questing fingers finally latching onto it. “Here.” I held it out gingerly.

Phoenix took it and carefully peeled back the layers to reveal a gray center. Sparrow had spent hours disguising bits of explosives as pipes. Though she assured us they shouldn’t go off on their own, I didn’t find shouldn’t particularly comforting.

She bustled around the main room, setting out the chairs stacked against the wall into neat rows. Some of the chairs had a bit of the soft explosive molded to the bottoms. Others had the extra pipes taped to them. We used the only stuff Sparrow could find that was moldable: some old, volatile acetone triperoxide putty.

“Here.” Storm set the slightly curved wooden sticks at my side and shook small components out of a bag. I didn’t know how they worked, but Sparrow, our former beauty queen and resident explosives expert, assured us they would form not only operable but semi-reliable timers.

I took a screwdriver and scraped out the (non-exploding) putty we’d used to keep extra items inside the pipes in the second bag. Mostly throwing daggers and a couple of disassembled handguns. Phoenix, done with the chairs, slipped all the knives into a bandolier and set it by Storm, then began putting the guns together.

“I wish it was more than just us to start,” Phoenix muttered.

“Not a snowball’s chance in hell,” I grunted, jerking the wrench to ensure the connection was as tight as possible. The Fates had been clear. The fewer women who went in, the better chance we had of not being raped by the common soldiers. We were entertainment for the officers first. Once they were done, the usual was for the girls to be passed around to the soldiers.

A soldier opened the door, whistling appreciatively. Storm raced over, shooing him out, blowing kisses as she shut the door. “Impatient bastards,” she snorted, coming back to help place the third, and last, pole.


      ***The curtains were drawn, and the room began to fill with officers. The murmur of their conversation was broken with the clink of glasses, slurping drinks, and the scrape of chairs against linoleum. Every time a slurping noise carried over the other sounds, I growled. Each noise piled on top of the others, fogging my mind until I was ready to walk out there and slaughter the lot.

Someone began shouting, then more joined in, whistling and catcalling in their native tongue. I didn’t speak much of it, but catcalling sounds the same in every language. I braced my back against the wall while Phoenix used me as a ladder to get into the air duct near the ceiling. Storm pulled the curtain back and posed seductively in the narrow gap.

“Coming soon!” She blew kisses and flipped the curtain closed again.

Phoenix, finally in the damn duct, held her hands out. I passed her the bags and waved urgently to Storm. She snatched up her bandolier and slung it over her head and practically ran up me, her bare feet flexing as they pushed off my limbs. Their discarded shoes littered the floor, thankfully.

After passing my sticks to Storm, she scooted further into the duct to give me room. Sweat gathered in my armpits and upper lip despite the cool day. Sparrow had been quite clear that her timers had a good five-minute window to go off, and we were already too close. The damn officers had begun gathering earlier than we’d thought, and the last of our preparations had been hounded and plagued by them, slowing our exit.

Taking three fast steps, I ran up the side of the wall, barely catching the edge of the duct. As soon as I had a grip, Storm wriggled forward, grabbing the harness I’d added to my ridiculous outfit. We’d planned on putting on sensible clothes before shit hit the fan. The officers’ early arrival screwed that. Now, the only thing she could grab was the harness.

As soon as I got my upper body in, Storm reeled backwards. I pulled my legs up—and the world exploded, everything turning red, then black.


      ***I floated, randomly back in the foothills. It’d been a bit of work getting Peter alone without anyone noticing. I’d had to wait until he left the camp to find a tree, then I had to wait until he finished peeing before I could ambush him and drag him away. I’d cried. He’d tried to be manly before putting his head on my shoulder and sobbing. Sirius found us and we sat down to talk.

Peter, naturally, wanted to know if I’d found Papa and Sean, my younger brother. I hadn’t. I asked him if he’d heard from Grace, and his news nearly gave me a heart attack.

“Grace and Charlie decided they’re sneaking into occupied territory to get people out.” He’d hunched his shoulders, waiting for my outburst, but I was so stunned I couldn’t even move. “They’re only going to Washington, though,” he hastily reassured me. “Because that’s the only place they can find soldiers to let them through.”

I whimpered. Sirius snorted. “What? Now I know she’s your sister. I sometimes wondered, considering she’s so sweet and you’re an asshole, but it turns out you guys have flaming recklessness in common.” She shook her head, pointing at Peter. “All three of you.”

“Pot, kettle,” I taunted her.


      ***“Fuck. Fuck.” I coughed, rolling over, slowly returning to the present. I was on…what? I looked around groggily, my ears ringing. Crawling forward, I crossed over a low broken wall. What? Further in, I narrowly missed a piece of metal sticking up in front of me. Feeling it, half blinded by dust, I followed it up until it ended in jagged shards. Ah. Right. A pole

Twisting around, I barely made out Storm’s head and arms reaching down. The conduit hung tenuously from the ceiling, shaking every time her or Phoenix shifted. Her mouth moved and she stretched her hand down urgently. Light finally dawned. The explosives had gone off early.

I think.

Time was relative when you didn’t have any working timepieces. I don’t know why we kept using hours and minutes. Habit, maybe.

“Captain! You idiot, get moving!” Storm’s voice finally made it through the ringing in my ears.

I shook my head. The dust settled enough for me to see the bits and chunks scattered around. Staggering to my feet, something squished underfoot. Taking a deep breath, I resolutely did not look down and went to the fighters.

“Keep going,” I said, my voice swimming as if through water. “We’ll meet up at the pickup. Just…find some folks along the way, yeah?”

Storm disappeared briefly, then her head reappeared, her blonde hair hanging over her eyes. Shoving it back with one hand, she dropped my sticks and a pair of moccasins with the other. “You’ll need these.”

Nodding, I flexed my jaw, trying to pop my ears. Goddamn explosives.

I pulled the moccasins on before I had a chance to step on anything even more objectionable than I already had, grabbed the sticks, and staggered to the doors. Well, to the doorway. There was a large, gaping hole where the doors had been. Their remains littered the room beyond.

My ears cleared enough to hear the moans and weak cries of the wounded. The soldiers rushing in weren’t interested in a filthy woman, no matter how little she wore, so I made it out unmolested. Exiting the building was as simple as stepping over the windowsill, making sure I didn’t cut myself on the broken glass stubbornly clinging to the frame.

I lurched, slamming into a wall and bouncing off it in a moment of dizziness, weaving my way along. Sirius had given us a decent idea where the soldiers would be, and I made my slow way there. I passed a barrel filled to the top with rainwater and took a moment to dunk my head, trying to clear the dust from my eyes and ears. Seeing the difference in color between my hands and arms, I practically climbed in to wash off. By the time I finished, my slip was soaked but I didn’t have dust filling various crevices anymore.

Scooping my sticks up, I pondered my dress as I walked. Which did I want to cover, my boobs or my crotch? This dress didn’t give me an option for both. Sighing, I tugged it down. I felt a bit more secure that way.

Every building I passed, I checked the windows for occupants. After the third one, I hissed impatiently. Where were they?

At the fourth, I peeked through the window perfunctorily, prepared to pass as quickly as I had the others. Ducking under the window, I paused, frowning. Edging back, I looked again. A dim red glow deep inside a nearly black interior. Nothing else had been quite so dark. And that glow…a fire?

Seizing it as my best option, I circled the building, passing huge loading docks until I found a people-sized door on the far side, then went up a narrow set of stairs. At the top, I was high enough to see another billow of black smoke, followed by reaching flames. A second later, the concussion from the explosion hit me, and I smiled.

Trying the doorknob gave me no results. Locked. Pounding on the door, I screamed. “Help! Help me! Please let me in.”

I sobbed loudly, my mouth pressed to the crack. Coughing, I spat some dust and sobbed hysterically. How long can we do this? I wondered. Acting panicky was hard work, and every second that passed left me sounding less like a scared woman and more like a pissed off bitch.

The door cracked open, and a suspicious eye glared at me. I sniffed and wiped my hands over my face to hide the lack of tears. The eye looked down, up, and down again. Then the door opened wide, and a leering soldier gestured me in. Like a lamb to slaughter, I gave him a trembling smile and stepped in.

Four guards lounged around the former office, which stank of unwashed people, fear, and blood. Any doubts I had about this being the right building disappeared. The office looked out over the warehouse, and now I could clearly see a sullen fire smoldering in a brazier set in the middle of the warehouse floor next to a table.

Cages lined the walls, filled with listless men in ragged clothing. I couldn’t see how many men were in there. They wouldn’t be able to move very fast. Doc would have her hands full with this lot. Turning, I smiled at the soldiers eyeing me hungrily, ignoring their predatory gazes.

“What those for?” one man asked, pointing to the sticks in my hand.

“It’s part of my routine.” I smiled brightly through clenched teeth. “I’m an entertainer.” I used a sideways glance the Third Fate had spent half a frustrating hour teaching me just this morning with a shard of mirror. I got it right, if the rise in his pants was any indication. “Would you like me to show you?”

Enthusiastic nods all around. Smiling slightly, I stepped lightly into the middle of the room. This wasn’t something I’d learned from the Fates. This, I’d learned from Sarge. Holding a stick in each hand, I spun them around, to the side, in a figure eight. Still spinning the sticks, I moved into the beginning steps of a dance, flowing high, then low, never stopping, always moving.

Giving the sticks an extra flick, I spun, whacking a soldier across the face, knocking the lower three-quarters of the stick loose. He cried out in shock as he fell, and the others scrambled to get their hands out of their pants. Another twist, then the blade was completely revealed. I slashed a man, opening a gash across his torso while the sheath flew off the second blade.

It was over quickly, and none of the enemy had gotten off a shot. Cleaning the blades took a moment, then I sheathed them and clipped the sticks onto the harness so their hilts protruded over my shoulders. It was the best place for them when I needed to run. Going to the desk, a quick search revealed three bunches of keys. I checked Steve’s pants next, hoping for something to cover my legs, but they were all fouled by the men’s deaths.

“Fuck. Oh, well.” Snatching the keys up, I ran to the stairs, skipping down to the warehouse floor. Down here, the stench was even worse, and I gagged. An unwashed person in the wild doesn’t really smell much. More like our scents blended into the forest. We smelled of dirt, leaves, and leather. Animals scarcely paid attention to us, and we barely noticed each other.

This was different. If despair had a scent, this was it.

The table had straps hanging from it and was marked with black blotches. From it rose a stale, metallic tang that clashed with the sweet smell of death. I didn’t care to look more closely than that. Instead, I focused on the cages. What if Peter were already…?

Biting my lip to keep from shouting for my brother, I went to the closest cage, trying keys. They shivered and clanked in my hand while I tried key after key. Caged soldiers struggled to their feet, some limping to the bars. While some had less damage than others, none of the prisoners were uninjured.

“Hi!” I smiled and nodded. “Um…is this all of you?”

“All that’s left.” The man’s voice was hoarse, raw, but when he walked over to me, he seemed steady enough. “Do we know you?”

“Last time you saw me, I had more clothes on.” Moving onto the next keyring, I started fresh. “I’m Captain.”

“Well, at the risk of sounding sexist, I can honestly say you’re the best thing any of us have seen all week.” I glanced up at him, startled. His eyes moved down my dress to my moccasined feet and back up. I blushed, glad it was hidden by the darkness. “But shouldn’t you have brought stuff to shoot the bad guys with?”

I couldn’t hold back a grin when the lock clicked open and I moved to the next. “What, you think this dress isn’t enough to blind the enemy?” I looked down quickly at my legs, which shone like a beacon. “And if the dress doesn’t, my glow-in-the-dark legs should. There’s some extra guns up there.” I jerked my head to the office, my hands already busy with the new lock.

Some of the men limped up the stairs, but the one talking followed me. “I spoke to you, back at your camp.”

I made a non-committal noise. “Talked to a lot of people there.” A quick glance from the corner of my eye caught his eyes at the right angle. Deep blue, they were the same shade as an early fall sky. Memory dawned. He was blond under the dirt, sweat, and blood.

He’d been the first one to walk into our camp. Storm had found him scouting for his unit, and he’d managed to convince her to not kill him. He’d stood in the center of a circle of armed women, cool as a cucumber. He didn’t threaten, posture, or impress us with how great he was. He’d just stood there, his hands out to the side, fascinated by us.

The second cage’s lock gave way under a key, and I moved to the last lock. Deciding to risk it, since it was too dark for him to see if I turned red. “I remember you, you know. Pretty Boy.”

He groaned while those who followed our conversation chuckled. Under the bruises, grime, and swelling, his features were defined. He was young, unscarred. Anyone would consider him handsome with his strong jaw and straight nose. Many of the fighters had gossiped about the scout with the butter blond hair and respectful demeanor.

Now that I was on the last cage, my anxiety ratcheted up another notch. I hadn’t seen Peter yet. The scout noticed how I tried to get a good look at every man there. “You’re looking for the boy. Private Wilkins. I remember seeing you talking to him at your camp. Is he a friend of yours?”

“No,” I lied. Shit! I hadn’t thought anyone had seen me talking with Peter. “I just hate to see someone so young going into a war zone. I wanted to check with him and see if him and the others his age were okay with this shit.”

The scout grunted, pulling me back to the present. “They signed up to fight.”

“Yeah.” I snorted. “Not the first time kids get caught up in shit that shouldn’t have anything to do with them. I guess I just hoped the kid would be okay. He seemed like a nice boy.” I bit my lip and hoped the tremors hadn’t come through my voice.

The last lock opened and the men who could walked out. Squinting, I barely made out a shape still on the floor in the corner.

The scout jostled past me, heading to the long bundle. “Whether he’ll be okay depends on what kind of care he gets,” he said. The soldier flipped back the thin blanket, revealing Peter’s face. He twitched, sleeping restlessly.

The ground shifted under my feet when I saw him, and I clutched the cage bars to keep from going over. “What happened to him?”

“He got shot when we were taken.” The scout grunted, pulling Peter up and over his shoulders in a fireman’s carry. “He’s the only one who’s lasted this long. Kid’s a tough little bastard. He’ll be fine with care.”

The words “with care” snapped me out of my funk. “Right,” I snapped, swinging around, raising my voice so they could hear me. “There should be another boom any—”

The ground rocked under us, then came the boom. “There they are. We’ve got a doctor coming, so we need to get to the meeting point. The bus will be here soon.”

The scout stared at me, mouth open. “Bus?”

The sharp report of gunfire reached my ears. “Time to go! Where’s that pain in the ass Hendricks?”

Their commander, a Major Hendricks, had refused assistance, been insulting, and tried to convince my fighters to walk away from me so that he could put his own second, Lieutenant French, in command. My people hadn’t had any of it, but he’d still tried.

“He was executed, ma’am,” another soldier reported, saluting. His left arm was crudely bandaged, and he leaned on a young giant for support, but he was up. He was a man of medium height, a little shorter than me, and slender. I reckoned the giant supporting him could carry him with one hand, but he stayed on his two feet. “His second, French, was a spy for the enemy. That’s how they caught us so easily. I’m Sergeant Perry, by the way.”

“Gah!” I held up my hand, as if trying to ward off a blow. “Haven’t we told you we don’t use names?”

He merely shrugged his good shoulder. “Doesn’t matter to me.” Well. It was even better that we’d moved on the moment they left our camp.

Walking quickly to the door, the men fell into a ragged formation behind me. Those who had weapons walked on the outside, the wounded and those supporting wounded in the middle.

“How many soldiers are with you, ma’am?” Perry asked.

“No soldiers,” I replied, checking that my swords were loose in their sheaths. “But I’ve got every fighter coming in.” At a ground floor door, I poked my head out, then pulled back swiftly. I held up three fingers, pointing to the left. The men readied their handguns, fingers trembling in anticipation. “Save your bullets,” I whispered. “And for God’s sake, don’t shoot any women.”

Drawing my swords, I stood poised in the doorway, the vibrations of marching feet running through the ground. As soon as they drew close enough, I spun out into the middle of the small patrol. The ecstatic agony of being extremely good at something I didn’t want to be good at rolled through me. Sarge’s training was…effective.

When it was done, a helmet spun gently on the ground near my foot, the chin strap neatly cut. After wiping the blades clean on the dead men’s uniforms, I straightened to see the soldiers staring, mouths open. “What?” My free hand automatically went to my chest, then the hem, checking that the damn dress was in place.

“That was…fast,” one pasty-faced soldier choked out.

“And bloody,” another muttered.

“What it was, was efficient,” the scout carrying Peter corrected. He watched me closely, faint crinkles showing at the corners of his eyes. He’d begun sagging under my brother’s weight but straightened with a groan. “Which way now?”

“That way.” I pointed west, away from the sounds of fighting.

“Isn’t the entrance there?” Perry asked, pointing east.

“Yeah, but that’s not where our ride’s coming in. That’s just where Steve thinks they are. Now, let’s go.”

“Move ‘em out,” Perry said, just loud enough to be heard, circling his uninjured hand in the air.

Peter shifted over the scout’s shoulders, groaning and waking slowly. The man lowered my brother and handed him off to two other men. The men who didn’t have guns quickly found things to arm themselves with, one man taking off his shoe and sock and putting half a brick in his sock.

I led the way, seventeen men in various stages of health following closely.

Roughly halfway to our destination, a ululating shriek echoed on my left. I snapped around, listening intently. Snarling, I turned to the scout, who walked next to me. “Gotta go. My people are in trouble. Keep heading that way.” I pointed. “You can’t miss our bus.”

“Right.” The scout nodded to the men. “You heard the Captain. Keep heading west. We’ll see you there.” I opened my mouth to tell him to go with his men, but he didn’t give me time. “We’ve got enough men to protect them. One man more or less won’t make a difference here.”

Shutting my mouth with a snap, I nodded. These guys would be okay. We’d seen a couple more Steve along the way, and the soldiers had been more than eager to get a bit of their own back.

“Go,” Perry said. “That’s an order.”

“You can’t order me,” the scout laughed. “I was barely in, anyway.”

“Hey, Squirt.” I nodded to the giant soldier supporting Perry. “Keep him in one piece. This dude’s okay.”

The soldier gaped at me while his buddies laughed. “How the fuck do you call a brother my size ‘squirt’?”

I shrugged. “Fine. Goliath. Don’t worry, at least I won’t have to worry about you keeling over like Grandpa, over there.” I pointed to a soldier, barely more than a boy, who hadn’t managed to grow any stubble after several days without shaving. The kid walked unsupported but stumbled a bit when I pointed at him.

I headed out, closely followed by the scout. “Need a weapon?” I asked him as I headed north at a slow jog.

“Nah. I’ll be fine.” He managed to match my pace, but I could see he wouldn’t be able to keep it up for long. Maybe just long enough.

Smoke drifted between the buildings, fresh bits of rubble scattered over the streets. Here and there, flames could be seen above the buildings. To the east, the rattle of guns moved slowly away. Seahorse was letting them drive her off. Soon, they’d disappear into the forest, getting as many soldiers as they could to chase them.

Through the general din, I could make out specific sounds of fighting. Shouts, screams, and individual gunshots cut through the air. “You go left, I’ll go right.” I spoke in a low voice, even though the chances we’d be noticed with the party up ahead were slim.

The scout gave me a nod and a thumb’s up, then disappeared silently into the smoke.

“Huh.” I stared, bemused, at the swirling smoke left in his wake. “No arguing, no ‘I wanna do it my way!’” I sniggered. “I could do with more of that. Hope he survives.”

Another shriek got my ass in gear. For the millionth time, I wished I had a pair of pants. Almost anything would do. I absolutely would not wear pants that a dead man had shit in, though. I hadn’t sunk that low. A gust of hot air wafted up my dress, reminding me that if I made it out of this with no major cuts or burns, I should enter the damn lottery.

I stuck close to the walls, walking quickly through the haze. At the sound of running feet, I ducked down behind some barrels, holding my breath. The footsteps were definitely coming closer. I waited, counting the soldiers who ran past my position. A few seconds after the eighth one passed and no one else appeared, I jogged after them. Collaring the last man in line, I stabbed him in the back, just under the lowest rib.

I sighed, looking down at that young face, frozen in surprise and pain. “I’m sorry,” I whispered to his sightless eyes, wiping the blade clean. “I wish like hell you lot had never come here.”

Keeping a wary distance, I scooped up Steve’s rifle, checking its magazine before continuing. A short, sequined, damp dress is not the sneakiest thing in the world, so I had to keep my distance.

The new last soldier in the line, showing a flash of intelligence and creativity, looked behind. I didn’t have time to hide. The best I could do was collapse where I stood and hope he didn’t see me. I bit my hand, a short squeal choking in my throat when broken rubble gouged my butt and back.

The soldier shouted and the running paused, but apparently their commander had his priorities and figured a single man didn’t matter, because they moved on.

“Motherfucking son of a bitching piece-of-shit bricks,” I muttered once they were gone. Getting up took a bit of doing, what with needing to pick chunks of rubble out of my ass. They hadn’t drawn blood, but I’d have a polka-dot of bruises tomorrow.

The soldiers weren’t in front of me anymore, but a breeze cleared the smoke enough to see the sidewalk I was on ended soon at a loading bay. All the warehouses around opened into a large square, the east side open for trucks to enter and exit.

At the corner, I took a quick peek around and swore. The troop hid behind a low wall just ten feet from me. On the far side of the loading square, Storm and Phoenix hustled across, slowed considerably by the row of people following. Steve prepared to mow them down, making sure to stay low and out of sight. It would be like ducks in a shooting gallery. My fighters would be dead meat in five, four, three…

I popped around the corner, firing rapidly until the magazine emptied. Once that happened, I ran into the middle of them, swinging the rifle like a club. Alerted by the fighting, Storm had the rescued down on the ground while Phoenix raced across the space between, taking advantage of Steve’s distraction.

I broke the rifle over one man’s head, then threw the remaining piece in another’s face. By now, I was in the middle of them, and they didn’t dare risk shooting or they’d hit their own. As I flicked out my swords, Sarge’s words whispered in my mind: Don’t stand still, don’t give them an easy target. Focus. Breathe.

Duck, turn, slash, never stop moving. A face loomed in front of me, mouth open. I slashed and his face disappeared in a shower of red. A turn, the stock of a rifle was coming my way, one arm up to deflect…I punched him—Oh, God, the blade was still in my hand. He choked, drowning in his own blood. I kicked him off the blade.

And there were no more opponents to meet me. Phoenix vaulted the low wall, Storm led her group over at a ragged run, and I slumped to the ground, just missing a puddle of blood. Gasping, I cleaned my blades again. I’d have to sit down with a cloth and mineral oil when this was all done. Sheathing them, I rolled the nearest body over and started sorting through his weapons.

“You look like a bus ran over you,” Phoenix said by way of greeting. “Twice.”

Civilians crawled over the wall, some with more grace than others. Shouting heralded a new lot of enemy. “Where’d you get a pair of pants?” I demanded.

“Stole ‘em,” Phoenix said promptly. “Why didn’t you?”

I growled. “Pants from dead men are full of shit. Literally.” Phoenix snorted a laugh while the civilians looked appalled. “Where did you find this lot, anyway?”

“Some warehouse over there.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder, more concerned with reloading her rifle. “Didn’t see any American soldiers.”

“Oh, I found those.” I had a small pile of guns growing next to me. “They should’ve met up with Sirius by now. Are there lots after you?”

“Yup.”

“Are you people drunk?” a woman demanded in a high-pitched shriek.

“I wish I was,” Storm muttered, peering over the wall.

The scout crossed my mind. I hoped he was alright. I liked him and the fact that he didn’t try to undermine me. It was refreshing, after some people.

A man’s voice broke into my thoughts. “You think you’re going to take on an army?”

“We have been,” I said, taking a gun off the top of my pile, readying it.

A man with a bushy black beard whistled. “Fuckin’ ‘ell! Would you look at that?” I stared for a moment. I’d never heard a British accent in real life before.

The sounds of fighting drew my attention and I turned to see what had the Brit so impressed. The blond scout was in the middle of another group of Steve, a pair of sticks in his hands, swinging and jabbing with the broken ends. He turned, ducked, stabbed another man and continued, moving with the power and grace of a dancer, his arms a symphony of motion.

Phoenix, her chin resting on the wall, whistled low and long. “Give the man a sword and a girl could be forgiven for mistaking him for an avenging angel.”

“I think they called those ones ‘archangels.’” I clutched the top of the wall, eyes wide. An explosion in the compound reminded us of what we were doing here. “Oh, right. Yes. Rescue.”

Phoenix began picking off the soldiers surrounding the scout. Taking advantage of the break, he took a running dive through a broken window, disappearing from view. Good luck, pretty archangel. As soon as he was out of the way, Storm and me joined in, sending Steve running back to their lines. More enemy poured into the far side of the square, taking up positions.

After a year of covert war, guerilla fighting, and desperation, I’d have thought I’d be used to battle by now. Smoke drifting across the square, flames licking the sky—all of that should be second nature, shouldn’t it? Shouts and screams, the moans of the injured and dying…Above all that, the rattle of gunfire, deafening, concussive, but somehow still surprising. The knowledge of imminent death combined with the heady rush of living made me glad I wasn’t so inured to a fight that I felt nothing.

“C’mon, Sirius, get here.” Storm’s plea turned into a constant litany, a prayer for deliverance.

“Are we going to die here?” a man asked shakily.

I frowned. He looked familiar. Examining the rest of the rescued, most of them seemed vaguely recognizable. Looking back at the first man, an impression flitted across my mind. “Didn’t you used to do the weather?” I asked.

“Yes!” The man reached out, thought better of touching me, and pulled back. He vibrated with barely restrained joy to have a modicum of his old life back. “But…are we going to die?”

“Better here, with a fighting chance, than in those cages,” the Brit snarled.

I raised my eyebrows and glanced at Phoenix. She grimaced. “Weatherman wanted to stay put. English made him move,” she muttered.

I looked at the Brit. There was something about him that looked familiar…I snapped my fingers. “I’ve got it. You’re that actor, aren’t you?”

His teeth flashed white through the black beard. “I am. Although you could say the same for most of us here.”

“No shit—" A fresh spate of gunfire ripped over our wall and into the concrete building guarding our backs, making everyone kiss the ground. Tom Carrington, action superstar and Hollywood heartthrob, in our humble neck of the woods. Who’d a thunk a famous actor would end up in Nowhere, Oregon? “Stay down!” I shouted over the screams of terror and shock. “Ready?” I asked the fighters. They nodded and Phoenix shoved spare magazines into her pockets. “Why is it,” I asked the air, “that women’s clothes never have pockets?”

We looked down at our skimpy clothes, then at the pants the two had stolen, and cracked up. Still giggling, I twisted around, gun in hand, preparing to stick my head up over the low wall. Just as I was nerving myself up, more firing came from my right, from the west. Too many to be the scout. Masculine shouts, jeers, and catcalling along the lines of “How do you like me now?” drifted over.

I laughed. “The soldiers. After all this time, we’re finally gonna have someone pull our asses out of the fire.”

“We’re still fucked,” Phoenix said in a low voice.

“I hear something, I hear something!” a young woman cried, her ear pressed to the ground, tears streaming down her face. “There’s something coming.”

“We’re going to die,” the weatherman moaned piteously.

Storm, who had the best view down the road, whooped. “No, we’re not. She’s here!”

I took in the situation and began snapping orders. “Storm, man the doors. Make sure everyone gets on.”

“Yo!”

“Phoenix, you and me have the rear. The rest of you,” I glared around at the rescued, “get your asses onto the bus ASAP.”

I’d barely finished when a monstrosity barreled into the loading square, pulling a tight U-turn to stop with its butt towards Steve and the door closer to us. Armored, painted in blotchy browns and greens, the result of mixing every paint we could get our hands on, with the engine generously enhanced to take the extra weight, our heavily modified school bus roared to a stop, the door flung wide.

Sirius leaned over, grinning widely. “Do you know how hard it was to find you? Not very,” she said without waiting for a response. “You guys are really noisy for a covert op, you know that?”

I vaulted the wall with Phoenix hot on my heels. “I could kiss you,” I bellowed even as I began firing. I had handguns loosely hooked through my sword harness, and rather than reloading, I simply discarded the empty guns and grabbed fresh. Gotta make Steve keep their heads down.

Storm shoved people towards the doors when there was a lull in bullets flying our way, while Steve realized, too late, that this was our salvation, not theirs. Our soldiers, the ones I’d just rescued, cut across the docks to meet the bus, all of them running. I choked on a breath. There weren’t as many as there had been, and all I could think of then was Peter.

A sudden round of firing from the bus made me duck. That one motion gave me a chance to look over my shoulder. A rifle rested on the windowsill, and it certainly wasn’t a woman manning the gun. Past the soldier, I saw more shaved heads through the windows and relaxed slightly. They’d already loaded the wounded.

The majority of our boys were still a good twenty feet away from the rear of the bus, so me and Phoenix charged out to meet them. Steve must’ve worked their way around, because from my left—the space we’d just occupied, another group leapt out, charging us with…fucking bayonets.

What. The. Fuck.

I hurled an empty gun into a screaming face and drew my swords—the ones I’d taken from dead officers. A man appeared in front of me, screaming and slashing wildly with a bayonet. I bellowed back, blocked and riposted. He disappeared in a shower of red. I turned, elbowing a soldier in a ragged uniform behind me, towards the bus.

I snarled. Protect the people behind you. Kill the ones in front. That was the plan now. I hurled back into the fray, bulling through Steve.

They’re so lightweight, like bowling pins…

No. I’m heavy.

Unstoppable but not invincible. A thin line of fire cut across my ribs, and I shrieked my rage. A whirlwind fought next to me, a short woman with sandy hair, her wild green eyes incandescent with fury.

Phoenix.

Yelling behind. My name. Captain. The only name I knew anymore.

Reluctantly, I turned from the fight. As we pulled back, so did Steve, retreating to the cover of the buildings. Respite. I grinned fiercely and spat blood.

“Move your asses,” Storm bellowed. “It’s time to go!”

We turned and ran, Phoenix a couple steps behind me. The big, bearded Brit shouted, waving. He leaped out of the back of the bus, running towards us. I turned to look when someone slammed into my back and spun as we fell. I landed solidly on top of him. I squirmed, bringing my swords around when the shouting penetrated.

“It’s me! It’s me. Stop fighting!” It was the pretty blond. He let go and I rolled to my feet, closely followed by the scout.

“Go, go!” I shouted. Two steps and a bunch of shooting from the bus later, it dawned on me that Phoenix wasn’t there. Spinning back to the fight, my jaw dropped. If the scout hadn’t yanked me sideways, it would’ve all ended right there as a bullet whipped past my face.

Thankfully I didn’t die in a nowhere town like Mohawk.

The sight that stopped me nearly dead was the Brit actor, running like a track star, a bleeding Phoenix slung over his shoulder, bouncing like a sack of potatoes.

“MOVE!” Storm bellowed.

I sheathed my swords as I ran, so the four of us arrived at the bus door simultaneously and piled through all at once in the miracle of physics that only occurs in high adrenaline situations. If we’d tried that in normal circumstances, it would never have worked.

“That’s it,” Storm cried, and Sirius stomped the gas.

I clambered out of the tangle first, using the nearest seat to pull myself free. I had to squint to see through the armoring, but I finally knew why Steve had pulled back in the first place. Reinforcements had shown up—with a damn big gun towed behind a Chimera, one of the souped up, Hummer-style vehicles they preferred.

“Phoenix.” I automatically looked for my best sniper. She lay half-conscious on the floor, blood pooling around her leg. The Brit had his hands clamped over it to slow the flow while the scout kept her from sliding around. “Doc! Phoenix is getting my bus dirty!”

Doc popped her head above a seat. “How bad?”

“Your bus?” Sirius objected, taking a corner faster than was technically wise.

“Free flow of blood, and it’s spreading fast. Sirius, they’re still following. Turn!”

“Straight is how we get out,” she protested, bracing her feet and cranking the wheel.

There were shouts of surprise as people tumbled into the aisle or were flattened against the wall. I winced when bullets pinged off our rear, but the armor held. For now. Phoenix cried out as a civilian tried to climb off her. The Brit braced protectively over her injured leg and the scout shoved the other woman off the injured fighter.

“Doc!”

“Here.” A hand waved above the seats. Wading through the aisle, I lifted and shoved people back. By the time I reached her, she’d struggled to her feet. I barely moved aside before she stepped on me in her haste to get to Phoenix. “Nice dress,” she said on her way past.

“It was,” I agreed. The blue sequined dress was ruined. The cut over my ribs sagged, showing a thin red line. The remainder was bloody, dirty, and sooty with dozens of tiny tears just waiting for the right moment to fall apart. The fighters would be delighted, not only that it hadn’t survived but that it had been destroyed at something like this.

“You’re bleeding.” The scout appeared behind me. A sudden lurch threw me back, into him. He caught me automatically. My heart stuttered and he held me for a moment before setting me on my feet and holding out a pad of cloth and a roll of bandages. “For you.”

“Make it quick.” I watched the back. The Chimera pulling the gun rounded the corner, slower than us but still coming. He lifted my arm and pressed the pad against my side, tying it firmly. I hissed, disinfectant stinging through the cut.

“Hey, we’ve got company,” a soldier at the back called.

A woman shrieked and cried, clutching the man next to her. A collective groan filled the bus, and the atmosphere was grim. “I know.” I sighed, then said, “Someone should have a nice, long suitcase at their feet. Pass it to the back, would you?” Two cases met me at the back door, and I flipped open the larger one. Lying inside, in all its polished and oiled glory, was Phoenix’s big rifle. “Hello, baby,” I crooned, scooping it up.

Kicking the lid shut, I shoved it back under a seat and swayed to the rhythm of the bus. Bracing the rifle in the open window, I aimed for the engine block. Nice, straight stretch…I fired three times, working the bolt between each shot. The Chimera slewed to a stop, smoking and steaming, to cheers from the bus.

“Wait!” a woman cried. “There’s another one!”

Ominous silence filled the bus, broken only by Doc’s cursing and orders. Peering through the scope, I focused on the driver, and…laughed. “She’s one of ours,” I called.

“But it’s one of those damn Koreans,” a civilian protested.

“Asian she may be. The enemy she is not.” When the man tried to argue more, the scout made as if to intervene, but I waved him away. “You’re new here, so here’s how it works. I tell you she’s good, you say ‘Yes, Captain.’ Because only one of us has been doing this for over a year and it’s not you. Understand?”

He tried staring at me defiantly, but it only lasted a few seconds before he looked away. “’s, Cap’n,” he muttered sullenly.

“Good.” Sirius’s next turn nearly threw me, and only a desperate grab at a seat prevented me from being flung into a stranger’s lap. “What the hell, woman?”

“We’re running out of time!” she shouted back. “You remember that thing you wanted Sparrow to find?” She paused, and I could practically hear the wheels turning in her head as she assessed the road in front of us. Settling on a route, she gunned the engine. “Well, she found it. We really don’t have long.”

People screamed as the bus accelerated towards the chain link fence, closely followed by Sung Ki and Sparrow. The explosion began as a low rumble in the earth. Looking out the rear, the first of the warehouses in the center of the compound disappeared in flames and smoke.


      ***We set camp high in the foothills that night. All we could see of Mohawk was a red glow through the low-hanging clouds. The fighters moved around, helping the wounded get settled. We spread out, pulling meals out of the vehicles. Every one of them carried extra MREs for just such an occasion. Tiny campfires sprouted across the slopes, each one giving light to three or four people.

“Well,” Thorin said cheerfully, “at least we don’t have to deal with—”

“Shh!” Sirius clapped a hand over his mouth while the rest of the fighters glared at him.

“Deal with what?” Phoenix’s rescuer, the Brit, asked.

“You know.” Thorin fluttered his fingers, starting high and bringing them low. “Water. From the sky.”

“Oh, rain?”

“No!” Phoenix burst out. “You never say the ‘R’ word.” She glared balefully at the man she’d just been sighing over.

Grumbling, the fighters dispersed to find their bedrolls. Everyone made it obvious they were putting their woolen blankets on top. Those who were still using sleeping bags shook their tarps out in an admirable passive-aggressive display.

“But why?” he asked, bewildered. “I’m English. We get plenty of rain. It’s gloomy, but not that bad.”

People had barely settled into their bedrolls and the first watch had pulled their hoods up when a heavy drizzle started. “That’s why you never say rain,” Storm said loudly.

While they talked, I stood off to the side with Seahorse. “How many of them followed you?” I asked.

“Virtually none.” She shook her head, grinning wryly. “I think the whole ‘lure them into a trap’ thing will have to rest for a while.”

I shrugged. “It couldn’t last forever. They had to learn sometime. The number of guys they brought to the last one showed they were learning.”

“The plus side is most of them would’ve died in the explosion. Though it doesn’t make up for the ones we lost.”

Three. We’d lost three. Shaking my head, I touched her shoulder and went to my bedroll. Listening to Peter’s labored breathing at the next campfire, I bit my lip. We’d done everything we could for him, but we needed to get him and the other wounded back to the Lair, where they would be warm and fed and Doc could care for them better.

“Excuse me,” a woman called, her voice muffled by the blanket over her head. “How long has all this been going on? I was taken from a movie premiere in San Francisco, and they refused to tell us how long.”

“It’s been over a year,” Dereva said. “Not entirely sure how long. My guess is it’s around November, but I could be wrong.”

“Oh…” She was silent for a while. “I guess my job’s not waiting for me. Is…Does it go…very far?”

“Covers the whole West Coast, as far as we know.” Dereva continued her role of educator. Guess she took after her dad more than I thought. “We know that in Oregon, they’re mostly in the Valley. Eastern Oregon was bombed and is lightly patrolled. Well,” she amended, “it was lightly patrolled when a scouting team went through. Might not be true anymore.”

“Why aren’t we getting out of here?” a man asked. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought it might be the weatherman again.

“You will be,” I interjected. “The soldiers are here to take you folks out.”

“We’ll die going out that way, won’t we?” the man continued, talking over me. “That’s why you’re all still here, isn’t it? If it was safe, you’d have left by now.”

Snorts and laughter mingled with the rain. I rolled my eyes. “This might be hard for you to get, so I’m gonna talk slow. We live here. Our friends and family are still here. We want to find them. We’re all volunteers, dude. Not only do you not have to stay, we won’t mind at all if you don’t.”

Sniggers silenced the man and I turned to my other side. He’d been a nice distraction from thinking about the fallen. We’d lost three—Amaretto, Maple, and Ducky. The soldiers had two more who’d died on the bus during our escape. The survivors had been surprisingly accepting.

“We knew we were dying in there,” the scout said quietly. “And then…we weren’t. Bobby told me he was glad he’d seen the trees one more time. Don’t beat yourself up about it.”

I chewed a hangnail on my middle finger, trying to get my teeth around it. I didn’t beat myself up when people died. Well, not as much, anyway, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to go over every minute of it and try to figure out what I could do better next time. At the Lair, we’d all sit down and go over every step of the operation to see what could be improved in our training or thinking anyway, but I always repeated it with just myself, too.

The sergeant agreed to have his men buried in our meadow. There was no point in trying to get their bodies out. Five burials at once…I closed my eyes and let the tears flow. I usually waited until we were safely back at the Lair, but this one…Maybe it was because Peter’s life was on the line, but the emotions just wouldn’t be ignored.

“Are you still awake?”

Hastily wiping my face, I lifted the edge of my blanket to see the scout lying a couple feet away. “I am now.”

“Sorry.” His whisper was soothing, but he didn’t turn over. Instead, he kept watching me. “You seemed fairly calm through all of this, but I wanted to ask how you’re holding up to losing people? Actually, everyone seems very chill about it.”

Pulling my pack closer, I rested my head on it. “When you see the size of our graveyard…” I swallowed, another tear escaping. “We have a process, and it doesn’t start until we’re safely back at the Lair. There, we can grieve.”

“From what I’ve seen of your fighters, our boys will be in good company.”

I nodded, biting my lip. “You should get some sleep. It’ll be a long trip back.”

“Good night,” he said softly.

“Good night.” I pulled my blanket back over my face. It wouldn’t keep me dry, the rain was too hard for that, but it would keep me warm.

Sleep still eluded me, so I went over plans for our return to the Lair. We needed to avoid patrols as much as possible. Doc worried about jostling or crazy driving hurting some of the wounded even more, and she was adamant that the bus shouldn’t go faster than thirty miles an hour, except in dire circumstances.

Eventually, I put those thoughts aside and listened to the rain in the pine needles. I fell asleep to the steady patter.


      ***Four days later, we finally arrived back at the Lair. I limped from a slightly infected puncture in my leg. The ointment Doc and Wildwood, our herbalist, had concocted was doing its job, but not before I’d managed to get a little fever. The perimeter guard, still run by Mouse, sent a sentry back to the Lair to get help for the injured.

“I don’t know what you’re limping for,” Phoenix grumbled, hobbling between the Brit and the scout. “I’m the one who got shot. You just had a little splinter.”

“That ‘splinter’ was two inches long,” I said dryly. “It was a freaking spear. You’re just jealous I can still walk.”

The welcoming committee, led by Amana, interrupted us. “Capitán,” she said, stopping in front of me, placing her hands on my shoulders. I rested mine on her elbows and we pressed our foreheads together. “I am happy jou are no dead,” she whispered. “I would hate to train another.”

“I’m glad I’m not dead, too. Although you would have enjoyed this trip.”

“Really?” She fell into step next to me. “I look forward to hearing about it.”

Anansi raced past us and threw himself into his sister’s arms. They rocked back and forth, hugging each other tightly. The rest of the non-combatants at the Lair streamed past, finding the wounded and helping them inside. Anansi bounced over to me and threw an arm over my shoulders. A spurt of alarm shot through my chest. He didn’t have to lift his arm too high anymore.

“Did you grow while we were gone?” I wrapped an arm around his waist and kissed his cheek. His tight, kinky black hair tickled my skin.

“You were gone for nearly a month,” he reminded me, leaning against me for a moment. “Though I don’t remember there being this many people when you left.”

“Si, Capitán.” Amana made a show of counting on her fingers. “So many more mouth to feed.”

We stopped near the bunker door, waiting for everybody else to go inside. The soldiers had nearly identical looks of amazement. They gaped at the people around them, all the help, and especially at the bunker.

“Sorry about that.” I sighed. “We did find some army boys, though! And they even did a bit of rescuing.”

“Oh, si? Muy exciting.”

“And…there’s the food!” I pointed. We’d managed to find and kill a big steer. He’d been happily munching on grass, but tonight, we’d be happily munching on him.

“Muy bien. Jou are useful after all.”

It was good to be home.








  
  
Chapter 2





Man 1: Can’t we stop Cooper from passing these gun control laws? Peace is killing my business.

Man 2: Stop being so shortsighted. This can be a good thing.



Transcript of phone recording, 11:23 pm March 23, 2049




I spent the afternoon holed up in the Useless Room—a central command center with banks of dead and dark computers, monitors, and electronics—with Seahorse, Amana, Eleanor, Sarge, Driver, Lavender, Dereva, Anansi, Storm, and Sirius. The only thing we could use in the Useless Room were the large maps on the walls and a 3D map table to the right. 

Amana laughed herself sick when we told her how we managed to get into the compound, demanding details from Dereva and Storm. “Show me how she walk again,” she demanded.

Dereva, more than happy to comply, tottered across the room on her tiptoes in an exaggerated parody of my lessons. “And then,” the girl chortled, “they decided to teach her how to look!” She puckered her lips and made a duck face at Amana, who slumped across the table, howling.

I buried my head in my hands with a whimper. I should’ve known this would happen.

Seahorse thumped the table, calling their attention. “Come on, let’s get this done.” Though she struggled to hide a smile. Traitor.

She stood in front of a detailed map of Mohawk hanging on the wall, marking points and locations as we ran through the fight. Normally, Phoenix would be with us, but with her leg, Doc declared her out of action. Those who hadn’t fought followed the narrative, occasionally asking questions. Those questions were some of the most useful things we had, forcing us to consider our actions from different angles.

“Wait, where were the soldiers again?” Seahorse ran a finger over the buildings. I examined the map and put my finger on the one. “Gotcha.” She pushed a pin in. “Okay, now that we have everything marked, let’s run through it again.”

While we planned to the best of our ability, things always went ass-up, so we used these sessions to figure out what went wrong. They always led to additional trainings and simulations to create muscle memory. We looked at every action and decision, not with the intent to blame, but to figure out what we could improve or see what skills we needed to be more effective. Not having Phoenix in the room left me twitchy, like there was something important I was forgetting.

This time, Seahorse decided people needed to work on their marksmanship and that uphill running would improve everyone’s stamina. I grimaced and Sirius groaned. She’d never done anything that could be classed as exercise before the Invasion. While she was in much better shape now—a stocky tank of a human being—she still hated running. Unfortunately for her, running proved too useful to ignore.

“We should also find out what we can about the civilians,” Eleanor said. “I don’t think we’ve heard anything about this installation.”

Apparently, no one had. Somehow, despite having a spy—Shrike—at the heart of Steve’s command structure, we’d never known this place existed

“I have to wonder how the army heard about them.” I leaned back in my chair, spinning slowly. “We need a soldier and a civilian.”

“Let’s get them now,” Seahorse said. The ex-soldier folded her arms. “Sooner we know, the better. Though it’s unlikely the soldiers will know where their intel came from.”

“I’ll ask.” I waved. “I’ve probably spent the most time with the soldiers by now.” Between their arrival in our camp, dealing with their ass of a major, and the fact that I’d busted them out, they’d probably be more willing to accede to a request if it came from me.

I heaved myself up and headed down to the section where Doc had her infirmary set up, the concrete cooling my bare feet. Being barefoot might put me at a disadvantage if a fight suddenly happened, but wearing shoes all the time just messes your feet up. It leads to infections, fungus, and painful calluses. After a man had lost a leg to a blister gone bad, we didn’t take any chances.

The halls all looked the same, so newbies relied on the stenciling on the walls at the intersections. Doc’s space was down the hall and the first right. I stuck my head into the barracks Doc had turned into her infirmary. “Hey, Doc! How’s Phoenix and the rest?”

Doc stood, wiping her hands on a cloth. The man lying in front of her sat up slowly, holding his arm until Squirrel tied a sling around it. “Phoenix had a through and through. As long as we keep infection out and she gets rest, she’ll be fine.”

We’d kidnapped our doctor when Jewel, one of the first ones we’d rescued, got shot. Doc had decided to stay with us to escape an abusive husband. The petite woman was only a resident and hadn’t let us forget we’d accidentally kidnapped a beginner doctor, though she’d grown into her role, as we all had. Do or die in this camp, unfortunately.

“Keeping her down will be a full-time job,” I sighed.

She nodded. “In the others, we’ve got dehydration and malnutrition all the way up to broken bones that were never set and have begun healing wrong. There’s also a load of burns, cuts, and infections in between. Plus, an outbreak of lice. One of those famous people,” she glared balefully in their general direction, “didn’t bother to mention they were itching everywhere until they’d already mingled with others.”

I grimaced, but I had come here with another purpose. “Do you think we’ve got one of each who’s able to walk and talk? We had a few questions and we hoped to get as much info as we can while it’s fresh. Maybe see if they know about other compounds like this one.”

“I can help.” A hand waved, followed by a man rising to his feet. It was the British man who’d saved Phoenix. Tom Carrington, freshly shaved and handsome as hell. Holy shit. I still couldn’t believe the hottest actor today was in my bunker.

“I think I can handle a bit of debriefing.” Another volunteer stood. It was the pretty scout. I bit my lip to keep from smiling or blushing. “Just be gentle with me,” he deadpanned, a wicked gleam in his eye.

The soldiers chuckled. One opened his mouth, ready to make some comment. I caught his eye and glared. He reconsidered and shut his mouth. I gave a short nod. “Thanks. We’re back this way. You guys okay to walk?”

“I’m not dead yet,” the blond soldier murmured as he caught up.

“I noticed,” I said, then flushed. “I mean, you were kicking ass pretty good the other day and…” He grinned and I shut my mouth and took a deep breath, blowing it out in frustration. “You know what I mean.”

“I’m not sure I do,” he said mildly, blue eyes sparkling so close to mine as we made our way through the hallways, closely followed by Phoenix’s savior.

“You’re still standing,” I snapped, and he muffled a laugh.


      ***Heads swiveled to examine us when we made it into the Useless Room. Seahorse looked up from reading the notes Eleanor took. “Ah, good. You found two. We don’t do names, so we can skip those, though your rank would be acceptable,” she said to the soldier.

“I think I got busted back to private. They didn’t give us a lot of time before we left.” The soldier eased into a chair, sighing as he settled in. I bit my lip. I’d walked too fast for him, hadn’t I? Shit.

“Honestly, I’m not sure there’s much point in me trying to hide who I am,” the other man interjected. “Unless nobody has watched a movie in the last ten years?”

I sat forward, eagerly watching to see how they’d react. Storm gave a little squeal, while Dereva flushed a deep red. Fortunately, her skin was dark enough to mostly hide it. For the rest, their reactions were a bit of a letdown. A couple minor exclamations and that was it. Then again, I hadn’t gone jumping around asking for his autograph, either. Maybe after fighting like this for so long, no one cared as much about famous people.

The soldier grinned at the actor’s nonplussed expression and hooked a chair around for the taller man. “Here, have a seat. Don’t want you falling down from shock that they’re not too impressed by you.”

“You know what I want to know?” Seahorse sat forward. “What did you mean when you said you didn’t have much time. These things are usually planned to the last inch.”

The soldier grimaced. “I was supposed to be discharged, but after the nuke hit, all discharge papers were revoked, but my…” He stopped short at our expressions.

“What…” I croaked and cleared my throat. “What do you mean by ‘nuke’?”

“I second that.” Carrington raised a finger. “Who was bombed?”

The scout leaned back, then looked around the table, eyebrows raised. “You…Hendricks never told you?” I shook my head. He ran a hand over his unshaven face. “Shit. Dammit, Hendricks, I knew you were useless.” He sighed. “Less than a month after they took the coast, a nuke was dropped on Atlanta with a warning not to interfere with their business. When the government kept poking and planning, a MOAB was dropped on Portland, Maine. Everything stopped, and most of the country has been dealing with the fallout from those two events. They slapped up a barrier at the new border…”

“Been there, seen that, got the t-shirt,” Sirius muttered. “What’s a MOAB?”

“Mother of all bombs,” Seahorse murmured.

“Then, there’s LA TV…”

“What’s LA TV?” several of us asked at once.

The scout leaned back, his blue eyes troubled. “Oh, shit. Fuck. Beg pardon. Shit…”

What spilled out was hard to swallow. Cameras were operational in LA and were constantly live streaming onto the internet. They’d seen people murdered, raped, tortured. More still died of starvation and dehydration. It’d become a pastime, watching it. Bets were frequently placed.

“Some compounds have grown up in there. Religious fanatics, political factions, whatever. Very few areas that you might consider ‘free.’” He rubbed a hand over his mouth, then continued with the rest.

“Six weeks ago, my pending release was canceled, and they dumped me on Hendricks. We weren’t given any details until Oregon, and that was pathetic at best. Just that we were heading to Mohawk to get civilians out. Gotta say, getting a few miles inside Oregon and having all our tech die freaked some of the boys out. Lightened our loads by a few pounds, though.

“Hendricks spilled a few more beans before he was killed.” He waved at Tom. “They’ve been blackmailing your families and using the money. Our job was to get you all out to remove their leverage. Then, French led us into a trap.” He grinned crookedly and looked at me. “I’m glad they didn’t get you, too. French told them where to find your camp. They dragged him into our warehouse and strapped him to the table. Seems like when they couldn’t find sign of you, they thought he was lying. The Captain had disappeared like a ghost and they were pissed.”

“Yeah.” I scratched a scar on my arm. “I didn’t really like your major, so as soon as you guys left, we packed up. I also sent Sirius after you just to see what you were up to.” Sirius gave him a little wave.

“I’m glad you did.” He watched me intently, a smile dancing around the corners of his mouth. “I really didn’t like the idea of dying in there. No offense to your state, it’s nice and all, but that’s not how I plan on going out.”

“Oh, you’ve got a plan, have you?” I grinned. “I have one, too. My plan is ‘don’t die.’ So far, it’s working pretty well.”

Throwing his head back, candlelight turning his blond hair red, he laughed, leaning back in his chair. I bit my lip to hide a smile, but if Eleanor’s knowing look was any indication, I didn’t do too good a job.

“As much fun as talking about dying is,” Sirius interjected, “I’ve got a question: Why the hell didn’t they drop another nuke if they knew you guys were coming?”

The scout slowly settled into giggles and snorts and shook his head. “I haven’t got a clue. Until recently, I had other things on my mind.”

“Maybe they didn’t know. It’s probable that French only contacted them once he got in here,” Driver said, sitting forward.

“Maybe, but…” I waved. “That would be leaving way too much up to chance. They’ve got a whole country outside of the no-tech zone. He could just as easily have sent a message to them, and they’d go and send it in with a boat or some shit.”

“Either way,” Lavender leaned forward, “this is all just speculation, which is the exact opposite of what we try to do here. So, back to facts?”

“Yeah.” I grinned and turned to the scout. “French is dead, right? We don’t have to worry about him showing up like the boogeyman, do we?”

The scout scratched his neck. “I mean, he could, but only if he was the Headless Horseman.”

“Ooh.” Steve wasn’t messing around. They killed their own spy for one failure? Geez. “Remind me not to get on Steve’s bad side,” I muttered.

Sirius threw a piece of jerky at me. “What the hell are you talking about? You’re already on their bad side.”

I picked the dried meat out of my lap and chewed on it thoughtfully. “Okay, lemme rephrase that: remind me not to get caught.”

“That’s better.” My cousin settled back into her seat, her arms crossed comfortably.

Carrington’s story held little to help us in the fight, but what I found most interesting was that nobody had come from LA. He’d pondered that one a lot, though like he said, he had the time for it. “Since Steve controls LA, why avoid it?” I asked. “That’s the largest population of rich people. Why didn’t some of them end up with us?”

“Unless there’s another compound,” Eleanor said, tapping her pen on her notepad.

“If that’s the case, it could be anywhere.” I ran a hand over my tangled, still-damp hair. “Washington or California, even. But I’ll have River ask Shrike to keep an ear to the ground.” I sighed.

“You do realize it’s bloody annoying when you say cryptic things like that, right?” Carrington asked.

My mouth dropped open, and I widened my eyes dramatically. “What?! Really? Nooo!”

His lips twisted and he leaned away, as if unsure what to make of me.

“Give the poor man a day before you start pulling that shit out, will you, Captain?” Seahorse looked at me wryly. “Try to ease them into it. You’ll have to forgive her,” she said to the men. “She was literally raised in a barn and it’s too damn late to do anything about it.”


      ***In the brief time between the meeting and the memorial, the news of the cities being bombed in the East spread like wildfire through the Lair. A person could stand in the corner and follow the relationships in the bunker, hearing humanity swirl and eddy. Dereva talked with Kestrel, Hightide, and Sweetpea. They moved away, met up with their other friends, and so it went, right up to dinner.

Similar meetings happened with everybody who attended. That was another reason for having those particular people in all the Useless Room meetings. Between them, I never had to speak in public, make announcements, or give updates. I sat back and watched information spread without ever opening my lips.

I loved that.

After dinner, we had the funerals. Phoenix attended, leaning heavily on a cane and Tom Carrington’s arm, glaring at anyone who tried to give her sympathy for her injury. I watched the soldiers as they entered our meadow, the cemetery where all our people were laid to rest. The Meadow had cairns rising in neat rows, the soil too shallow to dig six feet down. Some of the men looked like they’d been gut punched when they saw the line of cairns.

All the men who could stand on their own were part of those carrying the biers, though a couple of ours supplemented them. Once all the bodies were laid in their graves and memories shared, I stood with my back to the trees, facing the occupants of the Lair.

“Hail the victorious dead!” I shouted, the words echoing off the mountains.

“Hail!”

Hail. Praise those who died for a cause. Hail, all those who were kicked and still got up, again and again, until they couldn’t. Hail, those men and women who laid their lives down for another, even over their drive to live.

Dereva raised her voice, singing “Amazing Grace,” and those who could sing through their tears joined in. I relaxed, seeing the tears on the soldiers’ faces. Men who refused to cry could be holding back a lot more shit than grief, and I didn’t need to deal with emotional outbursts in the days ahead.

Once the song finished, flasks and bottles were produced and passed around while the graves were filled in. We made our way to the edges of the meadow, forming smaller clusters. Hightide went to Fox’s grave, like she always did, and sat down next to the simple wooden marker, talking quietly.

The pretty blond scout found me sitting off to the side. I leaned back against a tree, trying to decide whether it was worth getting up for a refill. Or even if I should have a refill, considering it was Anansi’s special concoction. The scout approached slowly, holding a small bottle out as an offering. My smile was a bit watery, but I held out my cup.

“Thanks.” I toasted him.

“Alright if I join you?” he asked.

I gestured to the ground, and he settled down slowly, crossing his legs comfortably. He’d found time to bathe and shave more thoroughly, and the corner of my mouth twitched. So, we both smelled better than the first time we’d met.

Phoenix leaned more heavily on the actor’s arm than her cane, though that could be due to the nature of her ‘pain-killers.’ However the hell Anansi made it, it earned the name Dirt Hugger. A few people were already staggering, and one woman slumped against her friend, drunkenly sobbing a story. Some funerals, she was me. She was all of us, at one point or another, really.

Finally, unable to avoid it any longer, I looked back at the scout. He watched me, his blue eyes tired but intent, lit by the last rays of sunlight. “You’ve got an impressive operation.” He nodded toward the bunker. “Is this everyone you’ve managed to free?”

My lip curled. Didn’t he realize how difficult it was to do anything, living like this? What did he expect? That we’d have half the Valley freed? I opened my mouth to give him a piece of my mind when his tone trickled through my booze-hazed hearing. He wasn’t accusing. That heaviness in his eyes, the slump in his shoulders, was sorrow. If this was all we’d managed in a year, then how long and how many more lives would this take?

“No,” I said gently. “This isn’t everyone. We have a safe place set up in the mountains for families and non-combatants.”

Hope blossomed slowly. “How many?” he asked hoarsely.

“There’s more than three hundred at Home.”

His mouth dropped open, and I smiled, eyes watery again. Home, a series of caves deep within the Jefferson Wilderness, housed all those who wouldn’t, or couldn’t, fight. Sirius had found it while she’d been away after Lightning and Thunder’s deaths last summer. Moving the civilians had been an exercise and a half. Most of the fighters were down in the Valley and the edges of the foothills, keeping Steve occupied while they moved as quickly as they could into the caves.

Anybody who wasn’t essential to the running of the Lair or the fight went up. Driver and Lavender, Dry Eyes, and Sarge elected to remain with us, but they sent their younger children to safety. Olivia and Sam, the daughter and son-in-law of our previous spy in Salem, ran Home and took care of the kids. We even sent a horse with them. They fished in the numerous lakes, hunted, gathered, and had plans to plant in the spring.

It would be a hard life, but quieter and safer than the Lair.

The scout closed his eyes and tipped his face towards the sky. A tear left a silver track down his cheek, shining in the moonlight. “We…I didn’t think you had that many.” Taking a deep breath, he let it out slowly. “When I first heard I was coming into Oregon, I thought there might be a couple of small groups that managed to slip between the cracks. Never that there would be a large, organized uprising.”

“Don’t sound so impressed.” I nodded to the graves. “If I was better, we might not have lost so many.”

“Loss is inevitable.” He watched me intently, his eyes gleaming faintly. “An incompetent commander would have gotten everybody killed in the first couple months. It’s about learning and doing better every chance you get. If you’ll let us, we can help you with that. We’ve got a pyromaniac on board, and once he’s better, he can work with your explosives person.”

My lips quirked at his reference. Sparrow’s detonation of the gas tanks had come a little close for comfort. “Good luck. Once you see what we’re working with, you all might just be running for the hills. We know enough to know how much we don’t know.”

“I guess that’s something.” His teeth flashed in a quick grin. “So, since I’m sticking around, does that mean I get a new name?”

“We do it to protect family and friends in the Valley, but it does have the added benefit of confusing the hell out of Steve, so…sure.” Safe in the dark, I stared back at him, ignoring the drunken singing, the full moon shining down on our service, and the stars shining more brightly than they ever did Before. “What do you want to be called?”

He leaned in and my stomach flip-flopped. “You choose. You’re more used to this than I am.”

“I have been calling you Pretty Boy in my mind,” I admitted.

He laughed. “So, you think I’m pretty?”

“Objectively speaking…”

“And absolutely not. I refuse to be known as Pretty Boy. Keep thinking.”

Chewing on my lip distracted me from his face, so close to my own, while I tried to think. What continually ran through my mind was the pure artistry of his performance in Mohawk, twin sticks spinning around him, and Phoenix’s comments. “Okay, I’ve got one. Archangel.”

“Bit presumptuous, don’t you think?”

“It’s what Phoenix thought you looked like.” I shrugged, then twisted, scratching my arm. “An avenging angel. Suits you.” More than you know. Cleaned up, his thick, golden hair, cropped short for the military, and deep blue eyes could have been in a classic painting, although his features weren’t as soft as those looked.

“It really doesn’t,” he assured me, thankfully breaking my train of thought. “But I’m happy you think it does.”

He studied me even more closely than I did him. What did he see? What I’d seen in the mirror was nothing to write home about. I was passably pretty, once, long before the scars. The only reason I’d passed muster to go into Mohawk was because of the Fates’ talents.

Conditioner gave my dark, honey blonde hair a softness and shine that it hadn’t had in months, but it wouldn’t last long. Makeup to enhance and conceal, to soften what I even had to admit was my resting bitchface. The truth was, my eyes were pale blue, almost gray, and most people wouldn’t look me in the eyes anymore. I’d look in a mirror to try to see what it was that always made them look away, but I couldn’t tell.

Would he still look at me like I was pretty once the newness of the situation wore off? I frowned. Why was I worrying about what a man thought? Huffing a tiny laugh, I looked away from him, unable to deal with the new emotions roiling through me.

Coward.

Damn straight.








  
  
Chapter 3




Over the next few weeks, we had to send out more hunting and gathering parties for…everything. The newly rescued were malnourished at best, half-starved at worst, and constantly hungry. Books and movies sure didn’t cover this part of apocalyptical shit. 

In desperation, I took a small group, just two vehicles, north and west, heading to stores firmly in occupied territory—the Woodburn Outlets. There, I stood in the doorway of an overpriced outdoor store in the outlets in the dark hours just after midnight, hands on my hips, surveying the fighters as they browsed.

“Take it all,” I called. “Steve might not see a need for these things yet, and I’d rather not leave them anything.”

“Would you also like me to find another car?” Sirius asked, sarcasm dripping from her voice.

“Yeah, thanks. Two would be better, but I’ll settle for one. Get it all, people! Olivia says they need more bedding at Home, too.”

I joined the women loading packs and bags, handing them off to others to run them to the trucks. Freeze-dried food looked and tasted like shit, which might be why Steve passed on it, but we were at a point of wanting it. Screaming started at the far end of the store.

“Bras!” Storm cried. “They’ve got bras!”

The screaming turned into wild laughter when Sweetpea broke into the back room and triumphantly emerged with boxes loaded with dried food, snacks, and chocolate. Hightide, Jewel, and Legs joined her, pulling out bags of clothing and bedding.

Done with the food on the shelves, I stood in the center of the chaos, cackling madly as we loaded both vehicles to the brim. Sirius returned with a minivan just when I thought we’d have to abandon some loot. The minivan was half-full by the time we finished.

“Captain!” Dereva leaned out of the driver’s side window.

“Yo!”

“There used to be a flour mill a few miles that way.” She waved west. “Wanna see if it’s got anything we can use? It’s a bit hard to find, so Steve might’ve missed it.”

I crawled into the bed, sprawling across our booty and sighing. Tonight was a good night. “Do it. I need to get back in Amana’s good graces after all the extra people.”

The girl laughed and pulled out, closely followed by the other vehicles. Wriggling and squirming, I managed to move enough stuff to make space to stand at the machine gun. A fighter’s work never ended.


      ***Amana’s face when we triumphantly entered the Lair carrying our booty made the extra miles and danger worth it. Phoenix limped out of the common room, her cane thumping the floor with every step, and stuck her tongue out at me.

“Assholes went and had fun without me,” she muttered as I passed.

Sirius sniggered, carrying three twenty-five-pound bags of flour over her shoulder that she carefully dumped on a table in the common room. Even with gathering every able-bodied person in the place, it still took us several trips to get the loot into the Lair from where the vehicles were hidden nearly a mile away.

A soldier, barely more than a boy, gave us a doubtful look. “You people seriously run around stealing shit? What about the rightful owners?”

“Dude.” Sirius stopped in front of him, a sack of flour over her shoulder and another in her free hand. “Did you happen to look around while you were in the Valley? It’s a fucking miracle Steve hasn’t found and burned this shit yet. Man, we’ve been stealing since day one. We need supplies constantly and we don’t have any way to make more flour. Better us than Steve and Dorothy.” She stumped down the hall without waiting for a reply.

The soldier gaped after her, his mouth opening and closing like a fish. “I really hate these nicknames,” he shouted after her.

“It’s easier than saying ‘Those assholes with the red armbands,’” she called without looking back.

He shrugged, still confused. “I guess, but…damn.”


      ***Regular rounds through the infirmary barracks became a thing for me. Eleanor approved, said it meant they “can get to know you as a person and a leader.” I thought them getting to know me better might make them run screaming for the hills, but so far, they hadn’t. I’d talk with the younger soldiers and bring a deck of cards with me every time.

Peter spent most of his time sleeping, waking up just long enough to eat, but I played a lot of Go Fish with the huge guy, Goliath, and a couple others, including Archangel and their demolitions man, Chaos. Goliath barely forgave me for my earlier joke, since some of the soldiers still called him ‘Squirt’ when I came around. Whenever my brother was awake, I stayed back, unsure whether he’d remember our conversation before they got caught.

Even then, I could observe him and the camaraderie he had with them. Though leaving one day, I ended up counting on my fingers—how often had I seen Dereva sitting with him?

Now, I watched from the sidelines while Doc and the army medic took care of Peter, unable to get too close. I’d already pissed off enough people, both within the Lair and in the Valley, to risk them finding out his importance to me. The judge I’d banished with his son flashed through my mind. I never knew his name, but if he’d survived long enough to find other people, I was glad he didn’t know mine.

Most of the soldiers insisted on staying, a full ten of them. I couldn’t hide a smile when Archangel was one of them. The other seven either saw it as their duty to finish the mission or didn’t want to stay in a place run by women. Two of the celebrities, out of twenty, also decided to stay. One of them was Tom Carrington.

I smirked when Phoenix named him Gryphon.

Sergeant Perry, who felt compelled to complete the mission and report on French’s treason, hoped to leave before winter set in, but it was already too late in the mountain passes. He resigned himself to waiting for spring with gentlemanly grace.

“I’d swear it hit earlier this year,” I said to Perry. “But you don’t want to cross those mountains until it’s nearly thawed. Good news is, an early snow might make an early thaw.”

“I’m not worried about that.” He glanced over his shoulder. He was older than most of his men, in his early thirties, slender and neat. “Two of the boys think we shouldn’t mingle. I’ll beat that stupid thought out of them,” he assured me, “but they’re going to be shits about it.”

“If they hurt anyone here, I swear to you, I will geld them myself. Tell them that.” My voice sounded cold, even to my ears.

Perry flinched, reflexively cupping himself. “Yes, ma’am.” He saluted automatically, then held it deliberately.

Awkwardly, I saluted back. “Don’t go doing that regularly. Seahorse will never let me hear the end of it.”

A commotion down the hall caught our attention. Amana stood nose-to-nose with a burly man in his mid-twenties, her head tipped back to meet the gaze of a man a good six inches taller than her. Which still made him short, because she’s tiny.

“Jou can leave anytime jou want, pendejo,” she snapped. “Por favor, leave. Jou stay in my Lair, jou work. Comprendes?”

“What if we leave and…accidentally tell the North Koreans where to find you? What if we ‘accidentally’ hurt a couple of you on our way out?” he sneered at her.

Perry started forward, fire lighting his eyes, but I held him back and shook my head. “Give her a moment.” She’d assert dominance in her own way, as she had so many times with people who assumed a girl still in her teens didn’t have anything worthwhile to contribute.

Amana snorted. “Yes, jou very brave. Maybe jou hurt us? Hah! Do jou know what we do to men like jou? Here, I am told jou are a soldier, that jou are supposed to protect us. Instead, jou threaten. Jou will tell Steve? Do it! We will die, and jou can live a cobarde. No better than jou man, French.”

Deliberately turning her back on him, she walked slowly away, giving him every opportunity to attack her. He stared after her, tense as a bowstring until he relaxed slowly. I nodded. Good. I wouldn’t have to kill him today.

“What the fuck?” This was the first time Perry had cussed around me, but the poor man looked dazed. “She made Bruiser back down?”

I sniggered. “Bruiser? His name is Bruiser?”

“Your woman’s got balls.” Archangel stepped around the corner, where he’d watched the whole thing. “He’s got a temper, which is why command sent him in here.”

“She ain’t got balls, man. She’s got ovaries.” I watched Bruiser wander away. “Besides, she’s mean enough that if she got into a fight, she’d fuck him up bad. I’ve seen what’s left over of men who try to push her around. She doesn’t fight because she doesn’t want to, not because she can’t.” I didn’t even try to keep the admiration from my voice. That girl was the biggest badass I knew.

“Dinner!” Optimus Prime raced down the hallway, shouting. “Dinner’s ready!”


      ***While some soldiers—like Bruiser—took a while to find their way around, Archangel leaped into our routine, helping Anansi with the garage doors and going to the gym with Sarge. He was of average height, about six feet tall, so he’d frequently gone up against larger men and had a few tricks to teach the fighters. I watched unobtrusively from the gym door while he showed Dereva a move.

When she threw him, he popped back to his feet, grinning and clapping her on the back. Then, he demanded she do it again, visibly delighted when she did even better. I sighed irritably. He was damn near perfect and a perfect freaking distraction.

When it came to Gryphon and Triskele, the only two rescued civilians to stay, the residents of the Lair displayed the same lack of give-a-fuck that the people in the Useless Room debrief had shown. As Mouse put it, “So they’re famous. But can they shoot?”

This mentality met Gryphon the first time he stepped into the gym. “Apparently, being a bloody movie star doesn’t get you any points in here,” he said to Archangel. “I had one tiny girl ask me if I could really shoot a gun like I did in the movies. She didn’t stop glaring until I did. Bloody hell, these girls don’t mess about.”

Dereva also gave Peter a name. The two of them and Sweetpea cornered me in the common room, piling onto the benches and hemming me in. The girls walked on either side of Peter, helping steady him while he struggled with his crude crutches, the best we could do under the circumstances.

“Guess what?” Peter puffed his chest in mock pride. “I’m official now. I have a name.”

I smiled and took a sip of the weed water we called tea. “And that is?”

“Hot Fuzz.” He grinned.

I laughed, inhaled my tea, choked and spent the next minute coughing while Dereva helpfully pounded my back. “Why?” I wheezed when I finally got my breath back. “Because your hair’s fuzzy and you’re a little cute?”

“No,” Dereva said dryly. “It’s because he’s a skinny, American PC Butterman. He actually asked me if I’d ever ‘fired a gun whilst flying through the air.’”

I snorted. “So why not call him Butterman? Nobody would ever think that was a real name.”

“What? No!” Peter protested. “Hot Fuzz is way cooler. Don’t do this to me!”

“Watch me.” I smirked.

“Yeah,” Sweetpea chimed in. “She likes the sound of men crying. It’s one of the few things that gives her joy.”

I put a hand to my chest. “Ouch.” The kids piled off the benches and took off—to see where else they could cause chaos, presumably—and I shook my head. “Those ones are trouble,” I called to Amana, where she shredded vegetables in the kitchen.

“Perfect. They do well in the field, then.”


      ***The addition of all the testosterone in the Lair, attached to young men who found all the beautiful women very interesting, gave me a permanent scowl and caused Eleanor to write more copies of the Rules for Relationships out and post them throughout the bunker. Same-sex relationships already abounded and were much easier to manage, both parties already having a healthy respect for the trials their partner had undergone.

Hetero relationships seemed to have more issues built in, starting with the fact that a couple of the younger soldiers were just looking for a ‘good time.’ The Rules were created to protect the women and prevent misunderstandings. Many of the women didn’t have good boundaries and the men might think they were…Oh, fuck it. Too many men were entitled pricks, and here that would get them shot or castrated. Eleanor wrote the rules to reduce those chances.

Sadly, this didn’t happen until three young men went on a spree last year, raping a few of the girls and causing one to commit suicide. The civilians tried to condone their actions and spare the rapists. It’d gone so far that Amana, who had defended herself against them and killed one, was standing at the foot of a tree with a rope around her neck when we returned from a trip.

Since the Rules, only one woman had been kissed against her will. Seahorse, who discovered them, hadn’t gone easy on the man. We did give him another chance, with the understanding that a second mark would result in banishment. He’d elected to go Home, and Olivia said he was very useful and courting a woman.

Respectfully.

Using the Rules and with every female fighter on alert, we managed to impress on the young idiots the seriousness of their actions. It only took one boot perfectly delivered to a young man’s groin. Sadly, I was not the person to deliver the boot.
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