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      For Carlton

      You may never be a part of our family, but you have changed our lives forever.
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      Smoke burned her lungs, and every muscle of her body was on fire, but Rain wasn’t going to quit. She had ten more reps to do to complete her training for the day, and even though the last thing on earth she wanted to do was start the obstacle course over, she knew she had to run through it ten more times if she ever wanted to go back to her room, take a shower, and collapse on the bed.

      Lt. Gordon Laurant was a nice fellow when one was sitting across from him in the parlor or at dinner, but on the training field, he was a savage, demanding more of them than Rain could’ve ever thought possible. Yet, as she took off again, making another loop through large tractor tires, a muddy swamp, over spinning logs, and across a ropes course that had left her hands burned and full of rope splinters, she knew no one could train her to take on the Mothers like this man. So, she completed the tasks he set before her with determination, even if her body felt like it was about to give out at any second.

      At least she wasn’t alone in her training. Besides a pack of other new recruits from Quebec, she was joined by her friends from Michaelanburg. Adam, Walt, and Mist, who was fighting through a lot of pain since she hadn’t fully recovered from the impromptu surgery Rain had been forced to perform to remove the part of her IUD that was eating her insides when she’d tried to yank it out in Oklasaw. Mist was making it, though. She was never one to give up. Seth was also with them, as was the prime minister’s daughter, Josie Bissett. She, too, was a little spitfire, and though she had been training for military service for years, she’d admitted one evening while they were all sitting around in the room Walt and Mist shared that she’d had it easy until now. “I want to be ready, though,” Josie had told them. “I want to know if I am in harm’s way, I can defend myself.”

      Rain had to think there was little chance that Prime Minister Geraldo Bissett would let his daughter actually be placed in any dangerous situations, but Josie didn’t see it that way. She wanted to be part of the attacking force, just like the others, and get no special treatment for being the first daughter.

      As Rain made another pass through the mud, her boot got stuck, sinking several inches into the mire, taking her extra time and energy to pull it out. She whispered a curse word and pulled on her leg with her hands, but it wouldn’t budge. It was stuck good this time.

      Adam was a little ways behind her--because he’d lapped her a long time ago. She turned to see how many minutes it might take him to catch up to her. She knew he’d help her get out once he got there, and since she saw no other way of breaking free on her own, she decided to save her energy.

      It wasn’t Adam who stopped to help, though. It was Seth. He didn’t say a word, only grabbed hold of the lowest part of her exposed calf and yanked up, splattering a fresh spray of mud all over his white shirt and hers. “Thanks,” Rain said when her leg came free.

      “Sure,” Seth mumbled and ran on. He had hardly said anything to her since they’d arrived in Quebec, which crushed Rain’s heart. She’d never meant to hurt Seth. He was such an amazing guy. He didn’t even need to be here, but he was because he cared so much about a cause that wasn’t even his to fight.

      Now that she was free from the mud, she continued on her way, determined to move fast enough that she couldn’t get sucked back down into the muck again. She made it through that part of the course and was moving onto the rotating logs when Adam caught up to her. He gave her an encouraging smile, which she returned, and then he sprinted ahead of her. It wasn’t a surprise that he and Walt were good at this. When they were inseminators whose only purpose in life, according to the Mothers, was to practice impregnating women, one of the only things they were allowed to do with their time was to lift weights and work out. Other than eating the nasty non-food they were given, sleeping, waiting to be chosen by a woman, and having sex while strapped to a chair, that was pretty much their lives. It was a miserable existence, but it had definitely left Adam and Walt in good shape, and as Rain began to make her way across the spinning log, she had to pull her eyes off of Adam’s stealth form to keep from falling off of the apparatus, which she knew from experience hurt like hell and also meant she’d have to start this section of the course over again.

      “You’re doing great, Rain!” Josie shouted as she ran beside her. “Just keep your head up, and run fast!”

      Rain tried to take her advice as she put her feet down quickly on the log, moving them in a sideways sliding sort of motion as she propelled herself forward, trying to keep her head lifted, but she hadn’t quite figured out how to make it across without keeping her eyes glued to the log. She had thought she was in pretty good physical shape until she got here. After all, she’d run through the forest for days in an attempt to escape the Mothers. But… it turned out she wasn’t quite as coordinated as the Quebecian Army needed her to be in order to participate in the assault that would be taking place in just a few weeks. If she wanted to live, and she did, Lt. Laurant and the others in charge insisted she figure out how to run and do other things at the same time, skills Rain obviously still needed some practice in. She was getting better though. As she reached the end of the rotating log without falling off this time, she told herself she was making progress.

      How she was going to do this nine more times, she wasn’t sure, but she knew she’d figure it out. There were Mothers out there that needed to be brought down, and Rain was just the woman to do it.

      Hours later, after she’d finished, took a shower, and ate a huge dinner consisting mostly of meat for the protein her body needed to build more muscle, Rain sat on the couch in the living room area of the room Walt and Mist shared. After the five of them had been allowed to join the Quebecian Army, they’d been moved from the guest rooms at the prime minister’s house to housing for members of the military. Adam and Rain shared a room, too, but for some reason, they always gathered in Walt and Mist’s.

      Watching the news was something Rain hadn’t quite gotten used to yet. It was a novel concept to her, witnessing a live newscast to get an update on what was going on everywhere in the world. Ordinarily, that would have excluded what was happening in Michaelanburg since for many years, they kept everything that went on within their borders completely secret, but now that there was a war waging there, other nations were covering what was happening in the sheltered nation as well as they possibly could without having direct access to what was taking place beyond the borders.

      “Today, along the northern border of Spanish-America, heavy fighting continued to take its toll on the forces of the Motherhood with several explosions going off and forcing the defending armies back at least a few miles. Our correspondent in the field, Rex Tolson is here with more. Rex?”

      Rex Tolson was the epitome of everything the Mothers were fighting against. Intelligent, handsome, and capable, he stood with his microphone in defiance of their forces, a helmet on his head and a protective vest the only means he had to keep himself from being injured or killed by the sexist females visible in the distance over his shoulder. He went on to explain how the Mothers were being forced backward, closer to the large city not far from the border, every day. “At this rate, by the time other nations come into the fray, such as the great Nation of Quebec, the Motherhood simply will not stand a chance. Back to you, Tammy.”

      Mist turned the volume down on the television with the remote control, something else Rain had had to get used to as Tammy, the anchorwoman, began to talk about something else. “I wonder how true that is. Will there be any fighting left by the time we get there?”

      “These reporters can say what they want to in order to get people to support the war effort, but they don’t know the Mothers like we do,” Walt said, shaking his head. “They won’t be as easy to defeat as the newscasters are trying to make it seem.”

      Rain tended to agree with him. She had the idea that there would be plenty of fighting left for them to do by the time they got back to Michaelanburg. While part of her was ready to go right away, at the same time, she never wanted to step foot in the country again.

      A quick knock on the door got all of their attention. If it was Seth, he would’ve just walked in, so whoever this was, it must’ve been someone from the prime minister’s office. They all exchanged nervous glances before Adam, who was closest to the door, got up to see who it was.

      Over his shoulder, Rain could see that it was Josie. “Hi, guys,” she said as Adam pulled the door even further open, gesturing for her to come in. “Sorry to interrupt you. But I have an update from the Department of the Military that I need to share with you.”

      “Come on in,” Walt said, even though she was already several steps into the room.

      “Thanks,” Josie said, her eyes wandering across their faces before she asked, “where’s Seth?”

      “Probably still in his room,” Mist said. “He doesn’t always come over here.”

      “Oh.” Josie sounded disappointed. For a moment, a slight stab of jealousy turned Rain’s stomach before she remembered that that was ridiculous. “We should probably get him, too. He’ll need to hear this,” Josie said, which was a perfectly reasonable explanation for why she was asking for Seth, not because she was starting to develop feelings for him.

      “I’ll get him,” Adam said, stepping around Josie to walk next door.

      “Come on over here,” Mist told her, waving for her to have a seat near her on the couch. “I’m sure they’ll be right back.”

      It only took about a minute for Adam to return, Seth in tow. He looked annoyed at first when he walked in, but then his eyes landed on Josie, and Rain was certain she saw a shift in his expression. His face brightened. Rain caught Adam’s eyes, and they exchanged a smile and a knowing glance. So he had seen it, too.

      “Sorry to interrupt you,” Josie said. “It’s just… I’ve received our orders from the commanding general. We are to move out. Tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow?” Rain could hardly believe her ears.

      “Yes. General Bruce Higgins is our commanding officer in the field, and he said to get there as quickly as possible as our forces are planning a raid on a major city, and they want the four of you specifically to be present for intelligence reasons when that happens.”

      “Did he say what city, or can we all just guess?” Mist asked, her eyes showing she was still a little shocked about the command, just as everyone else was.

      “He didn’t say, but I think you can tell, judging by that description, where we’re going. We leave at oh-six-hundred hours. I’ll send you the specific information you need through your tablets.” Josie gave them a reassuring smile and then got up. “I’ll leave you to prepare.”

      Rain noticed she gave Seth a small, personal wave as she walked out the door, but then her mind jumped back to the news they’d just received.

      “So we’re going home, ladies and gents,” Walt said.

      “Yep. We’re going home,” Rain reiterated. “To Michaelanburg.”
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      The orders were pretty simple. It told them what to bring with them and where to arrive in the morning. All of their gear needed to fit into one backpack that would be light enough for them to carry, so there wouldn’t be any room to bring anything extra along. Luckily, this time, there would be supply trucks along with them to refill anything they ran out of along the mission.

      Rain had her bag out and was packing it while Adam was in the shower. She used the checklist Josie had sent her to make sure she had everything. Hers was a little different as she was a backup medic, in case there was no official military medic around when someone was injured. So she had a kit that contained Quebecian versions of the same instruments she’d used back home, more or less. A few items were missing, and she had a few she’d had to learn how to use. Quebec’s technology was not as advanced as Michaelanburg’s, but that would likely change after this war. All of the Motherhood’s secrets would be exposed.

      She’d just finished packing her bag and moved it to the floor by the door when Adam came out wearing only a towel. Rain sucked in a deep breath. “You are going to be quite the distraction if they place us in the same unit.”

      He grinned at her, but she was so focused on his perfect abs, it was hard to look him in the face. “I don’t think they will.”

      She found that statement more disappointing than she was willing to admit. While she did think it was a good idea to separate couples and people with preexisting relationships, she also wanted to go into battle with the people she trusted most. Even though many of the soldiers they’d been training with were lifelong military personnel, she would rather fight alongside her four friends than anyone.

      The idea that she might actually witness one of them being badly injured, or worse, came to mind though. That would be terrible, but not being there when it happened wouldn’t be much better.

      “Rain? Did I lose you?” Adam asked, dressed now. “Where’d you go?”

      “Sorry,” she muttered. “I was just thinking about what our assignments will be, once we get there.”

      Adam sat on the edge of the bed to get dressed, and Rain did her best not to watch him but to listen to what he was saying, especially since what he was talking about was so emotionally important. “You already know you’re part of the intelligence team, along with Mist. You guys know that facility better than anyone else. And Walt and I will probably be pushing into our old haunts, looking to set free the rest of the Dicks.”

      He made the statement like it didn’t bother him at all, but Rain knew better. It would be extremely difficult for Adam and Walt to walk back into the Insemination Ward. Even though the circumstances were completely different now, they would be going in as liberators, not as servants forced to do whatever the Mothers bid them to do, just being there, breathing the same air, seeing the same sights, hearing the same sounds, would bring back haunting memories that he never wanted to have to see again. No wonder he had called them their old haunts.

      Rain went over to the bed and sat down beside him as he finished pulling on his shirt. He was dressed now and less likely to be a physical distraction. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and held him close. “We can do this,” she whispered.

      “I know we can,” he replied. “We can do anything we set our minds to.”

      Brushing her lips against his cheek she reflected on how different their lives were in Gretchintown from how they were now. It would be so easy to just stay here and forget all about the Motherhood. But she couldn’t do that. They had come here for a reason, and part of that reason included getting help--and going back.

      Adam turned and looked into her eyes. “Rain,” he said in a tone that made her hold her breath. “You know how much I love you, right?”

      “I do,” she said. “And don’t you dare start your, ‘If I die,’ speech, because I’m not hearing it. No one is dying.”

      “Okay, but if I do… I want you to find someone else. Someone you can love as much as you love me. More. All right?”

      “I don’t even have to agree to that because it doesn’t matter. You’re not going to die.”

      “Just go ahead and agree then,” he said, giving her that grin she couldn’t resist.

      “Fine, Adam Blue. If you die, I will marry a handsome man who is intelligent and loves me fiercely. Is that what you want to hear?” She shook her head at him, and they both chuckled, but even the thought of something happening to her caused a pain in her heart like a knife sunk to the hilt.

      Adam turned to face her and took her face between his hands. He looked into her eyes and then lowered his lips to hers. Rain slid her hand around to the back of his head and tangled her fingers in his hair, memorizing every nuance of his touch, the way he tasted, the way he smelled, the way he breathed. She couldn’t bear to think that this might be the last time she ever kissed him, but if it was, she wanted to remember everything. Not because she thought Adam was going to die but because she thought she might.
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      Riding in the back of a large military transport vehicle wasn’t new to Adam. He’d ridden in one to different training facilities several times before. It jostled them along the road so that their teeth were chattering, but the soldiers on board didn’t even notice as their minds were on other things. They were shipping out.

      At least three dozen uniformed soldiers, wearing the black and olive green of the Quebecian Army, sat shoulder to shoulder, hip to hip on benches in the back of every vehicle, and the convoy stretched on for miles both in front and behind him, as far as he could see. They were on their way to the military airport where they would all board transport flyers where they would take a four-hour flight to the territory now occupied by what was called the Unity, which consisted mostly of forces from Quebec and Seth’s home country of Oklasaw to the north of Michaelanburg and Spanish-America and Aricornia to the south and west.

      None of his friends were on this transporter, which was unsettling, although Adam was also a little bit relieved to have some time to think. Not knowing anyone meant fewer opportunities for talking. No one on the truck was speaking at all. They were all looking around, uneasy.

      Who were these people? His eyes flickered across faces. All shades, men and women, of every age, they were all here for a reason. He had to wonder what made a person decide to enlist in an army and fight in a war so far from their homeland. What made a person decide to potentially lose their life or their health for someone else’s freedom?

      It couldn’t be money. While he knew these soldiers were the highest paid in the world, he knew it wasn’t that alone. It wasn’t for the glory. How many times had he left training covered in mud and stinking to high heaven? It had to be for some intrinsic reason, to find some sense of purpose, to stand up for a cause and fight for a purpose bigger than any one of them.

      All of these people were admirable, and they were all there for him, whether they realized it or not.

      In the beginning, the four of them from Michaelanburg, along with Seth, had stood out. They had different accents. They acted a little different. But eventually, they’d all blended in with the other soldiers, and then, there were no more stares or questions behind sheltering hands about whether or not they were who the speaker thought they were. Now, they were all just part of the same unit moving into enemy territory, awaiting the opportunity to do their part to make the world a better place.

      But for Adam, that included running back into the place he’d run out of not long ago. It wouldn’t be easy to see that place again, to stand in the Insemination Wing and smell the odors that were ingrained in his brain, to see those white walls and the awful chairs. No, he wasn’t looking forward to that at all.

      The sound of an airplane engine in the distance let him know that they were at the airport. Unlike the heliobirds the Mothers were so fond of, Quebec still used old-fashioned airplanes. They weren’t old, but the technology was. As long as it stayed in the air, that was all Adam cared about. They did have their own version of heliobirds, but they used them for other purposes, like dropping supplies. They were smaller than the Mothers’, and they were called helicopters.

      The transport vehicle stopped, jostling them all against one another. Adam’s shoulder hit the woman on his right. “Sorry,” he said, as the guy on his left said the same thing to him. They were all forgiven. Silence settled over them again.

      After a few minutes, one of the commanders came and opened the back of the truck. “All right 305. You’re going to that bird right over there, Q786. Head on over in that direction. Stay in your line, and take a seat quickly. You’re gonna want to get buckled in so we can get in the air.”

      As the line of soldiers vacated the truck, Adam paid close attention. He didn’t want to be the one to trip or take too long and get yelled at. The commanders were shouting orders, hurrying them on as they rushed out of the truck and followed one another toward the plane, their backpacks, and weapons hooked to them, their helmets strapped around their heads.

      “Come on! Move it!” one of the other commanders shouted as they rushed to the plane. “This ain’t no damned tea party! Hustle!”

      It didn’t matter how fast they ran, they would always be told it wasn’t fast enough. It was all a form of motivation, one Adam didn’t quite understand, but at least he knew when the commanders shouted, it was for a reason and not just to show dominance. At first, it bothered him, but he’d grown used to it. Rarely did he mess up enough to be singled out. When that happened, that was when the yelling got really bad. The one time it had happened to him, he promised himself he’d never make another mistake again.

      Adam boarded the transport plane with his head down and rushed to the next available seat. They were in long rows across the width of the plane, and they filed in keeping the same order they had been in before. He sat down and strapped in next to the same woman and man he’d been between in the other transporter. His hands were shaking slightly as he buckled his belt. He didn’t know if it was nerves or adrenaline.

      Once he was buckled in, his eyes went to the window. Across the way, he saw another line of troops exiting a transporter and boarding a plane. Even with her helmet on, Adam could see a shock of red and recognized Rain’s form. He wished he could catch her eye, but she was also trying to hurry and not mess up.

      “Have a safe trip, Rain,” he thought. “I’ll see you back home.”

      Once the plane was loaded, the door was closed, and one of the commanders came by to make sure they were all buckled in properly.

      “All right! Let’s go!” The commander took a seat up front next to the other officers, and Adam held his breath. He hadn’t ever flown before, though he’d been schooled on what it would be like. As the plane began to roll, he felt his stomach rise into his throat and dug his fingernails into the armrests on either side of him.

      The plane lifted off the ground, and even though they were instructed to remain quiet, there was a gush of noise as the other troops like him who had never been on a plane before registered the spectacle of it. The commanders turned and looked at them, and the quiet fell back into place, but Adam’s eyes were focused out the window as the clouds rolled by. He was flying.

      The last few months had brought on unbelievable changes. He’d gone from a Dick strapped to a chair to a soldier flying through the air on a mission to free all of the men of Michaelanburg so that they could enjoy the same opportunities he was experiencing right now--or anything else they wanted to do. It was a surreal thought but one that brought a smile to his face. He’d worked so hard to run away, and now he’d be flying back over the very land he’d run through. The next time he left Michaelanburg, though, it would be for good. This was the last time he was ever going back there. No matter what.
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      Of all of the people from their group of friends Rain could’ve found herself on the transport with, Seth probably would’ve been her last choice. It wasn’t that she didn’t like and respect him, but after they’d shared that kiss, their relationship had become increasingly awkward. Especially once Adam came back. Seth had known all along how Rain felt about Adam, so he should’ve kept that in mind before he made his move. Perhaps he didn’t think Adam was ever going to return, or maybe he couldn’t help himself. Either way, the uneasiness between them wasn’t comfortable for either of them.

      They weren’t allowed to speak to one another during the transport anyway. Instead, they’d sat near each other on the truck to the airport without speaking or even looking at each other, and now they were strapped into an airplane, sailing far above the territory they’d traversed only a few months ago. Rain and the others from Michaelanburg had been running for their lives just to turn around and go back.

      The man next to her had his fingers dug into the armrest. Even though they’d been in the air for about an hour and nothing scary had happened, his grip didn’t change. Rain was a little afraid that he might hurt himself. She wanted to say something reassuring, but they weren’t allowed to talk. Instead, she gave him a little nudge and caught his eyes. When he looked at her, she smiled, and he took a few deep breaths, starting to calm a little. Her eyes refocused on the window. Her view wasn’t very good, but she could see the azure sky and the white puffy clouds rolling by.

      It was amazing to think that she was in the sky, like real rain. She just hoped she didn’t fall.

      The commanders were sitting in the front row of the plane. Most of them were older gentlemen, but there was one woman who looked like she was in her mid-forties. And then there was Josie. She was an officer, and she just happened to be on their plane. Rain really liked Josie, and she thought she was a competent leader. She just stuck out a bit with all of the older commanders. Being the prime minister’s daughter might’ve had something to do with her appointment, but Josie proved herself every day. She was down there with the rest of them, putting in the work, proving herself in training no matter how deep the mud or how high the rock walls were.

      Lt. Laurant was not on this transport, which was a shame because Rain really liked him. He was her favorite of all of the commanders. She thought she’d seen him get on the same plane as Mist. Walt was on a different one from her, which had to be difficult for the love birds. Adam was also by himself.

      Feeling eyes on the side of her face, Rain turned her head to see Seth was looking at her. He gave her a small smile, and she returned it. Then, he turned his head back to stare out the window. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing to have a friendly face around after all.

      With no way to tell how much time had passed or how long it would be until they landed, Rain refocused on the clouds out the window, trying not to think about what might happen on the ground. She knew the Mothers would like nothing more than to capture and torture her, as well as the other three who had escaped from them. Every time she thought about the Mothers, her stomach twisted in knots. One face came to mind.

      Mother White.

      Would that harsh, evil woman be waiting for her when she walked back into Michaelanburg? Logic said no, that she was too important to be standing around waiting for the rebels to return, but in her gut, Rain thought there was a good chance that she’d come face to face with Mother White soon enough, and when she did, only one of them would be leaving alive.

      The hours passed quickly for Rain as she stared out the window, going over everything in her mind. How she’d gotten there, all of the ordeals they’d been through. She thought of Daniel Red and how she’d kicked his ass and how she’d felt when Adam had been gone for so long. She thought about her friends at the Gate, and she thought about her friends in Gretchintown, too.

      She had no idea if the Military Mothers had taken to commandeering girls from other fields of study, forcing them to take up arms to fill out the ranks, but it wouldn’t surprise her. She doubted the Mothers would spare too many soldiers protecting the innocent. When they invaded her hometown of Gretchintown, would she be standing across the battlefield from some of the girls she’d once counted as friends?

      It was a surreal thought, one cut short by the plane approaching the runway. The guy sitting next to her tensed up his grip on the armrest once again. This time, there was nothing Rain could do to distract him. She couldn’t see into the cockpit to know what the pilots were doing or see the runway as they descended, but she had to trust that the Quebecian forces were the best at everything.

      The plane hit the ground with a soft thunking noise. They were at an airfield the advanced crews had built in the forest to make sure they had plenty of places to deploy their troops from. Rain couldn’t tell the difference between this runway and the one they’d taxied down to leave Quebec, so they must’ve done a good job of throwing this place together.

      The doors opened, and the officers got off first. One of the commanders, Lt. Bridges, was last in line and stopped by the door. “Fall out, in line, by row.” He motioned for the first row of soldiers sitting in the front of the plane to get up first and move quickly toward the door. Everyone else unbuckled and prepared to get up so that they could keep the line moving. It was important to be efficient and prepared.

      When it was her turn, Rain didn’t hesitate to rush behind the soldier in front of her, leaping down from the plane as the rest of them had done, and sprinting to line up in their ranks. She kept her eyes straight ahead, as she was supposed to do, rather than looking around for a friendly face. She saw the back of Seth’s head way in front of her. That was the most comfort she was going to get from someone familiar to her for a while.

      Once all of the planes had landed and all of them were off and in line, the commanders started marching them forward in one large unit, across the newly poured asphalt, then down a freshly mowed path through a field, and finally into the trees.

      They were given specific directions for how to stay together as they marched over the uneven ground. Rain suspected they were not immediately going into battle but were rather headed to a campsite closer to the action. But in the distance, she heard the familiar popping sound of live rounds, followed occasionally by a louder explosion, and knew the war was not far away.

      She had grown accustomed to the sound of gunfire during her training. But this was different. This wasn’t practice. This was real. She thought back to the day they’d made their escape, how Mist had shot those two Mothers who were trying to kill Adam and Walt without hesitation. Mist had just aimed and fired, both of them dropping to the ground in an instant.

      When it came down to it, would Rain be able to do the same? Could she point her weapon at another living soul and pull the trigger?

      She was about to find out.

      When she finally got a chance to look around she realized they hadn’t just come back to Michaelanburg.

      They were in Gretchintown.
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      Setting up camp this close to the front was jarring to Rain. She helped her team assemble the tent quickly, but after that, there wasn't much to do except for to await orders. The commanders were all being hush-hush about when they might be moving in. The sound of gunfire and an occasional explosion in the distance had all of them on edge, waiting to see if the battle would loom closer or if their forces were making enough headway to push the Mothers back.

      Gretchintown was only a few miles from where she was standing. These woods were connected to the area where she and Mist had found the book in the cellar of an old, falling-down house. She wondered if any more fighting had taken place there. The images of the Mothers shooting construction workers who were hiding there came to mind so that when someone’s hand came down on her shoulder unexpectedly, she jumped.

      “Sorry,” Adam said as she turned around to face him. Her first impulse was to hug him, but she didn’t. She knew the commanders didn’t appreciate any signs of affection in public when they were wearing their uniforms. “How are you?”

      “Nervous,” Rain admitted. “I’m not sure what it’s going to be like to walk back in there.”

      Adam nodded. “I feel the same way. It’s hard to believe everything we were running from is right over there.” He looked off in the distance. Shaking his head, he refocused and gestured at the white canvas shelter Rain and three other women had just finished assembling. “Is this your assigned tent?”

      “Yeah, this is it. Where’s yours?” she asked, admiring their work. They’d done a good job of getting it to stay upright.

      “Over there about eight tents,” Adam said with a grin on his face. She knew he’d counted the space between them, and it made her smile, too. “I probably ought to get back in case we get our orders right away.”

      She nodded, but she didn’t think they’d be moving in until the morning. “See you later, then.”

      “Yep. Be careful, Rain.”

      “You, too.” She couldn’t hug or kiss him, but when he offered his hand, she took it, letting her fingers linger in his for a long moment before he turned and left, leaving her all alone with her thoughts again.

      With nothing else to do, Rain wandered over to where her tent mates were sitting on the ground in front of the open flap of their tent. “That plane ride sure was cool,” one of them, a blonde with short hair named Dyan, was saying. “I’ve never been on a plane before.”

      “Me neither,” a brunette with a long braid down her back similar to Rain’s said. Her name was Corey, and Rain knew from training with her that she was a badass. “I used to want to be a pilot, but it’s too damn expensive.”

      “You could’ve joined the Wings Division,” the third girl, Margo, who was also brunette but with short hair, said. “My dad used to be a pilot for Wings.”

      Wings were the ones who handled and maintained all of the aircraft and served as pilots as well. Rain sat down without commenting on their discussion, sort of tuning them out, as they continued to talk about the plane ride.

      “Rain?” Dyan said, tapping Rain’s boot with her own. “Did you hear what I asked you?”

      “Huh?” Rain said, snapping out of her stupor. “Oh, uh, no. I’m sorry. I didn’t. What did you ask?”

      “Looks like someone’s too love-struck to be paying attention to what us girls have to say,” Margo said, causing herself and Corey to have a long laugh.

      Dyan wasn’t laughing, and neither was Rain. “I asked if you’d ever been on a plane before.”

      “No,” Rain said, shaking her head. “That was my first flight.”

      “What did you think of it?” Corey asked, no longer laughing.

      “It was amazing,” Rain said. “I loved every minute of it. All of it except for the landing.”

      The other three girls grew a bit morose as Margo said, “This must be weird for you, huh? I mean the rest of us are nervous about going into combat for the first time, but for you, this has to be extra nerve-wracking. You just ran away from here, and now you’re back.”

      “Yeah, it is,” Rain admitted. “But this is exactly why I ran. So I could come back, and bring all of you fine people with me.”

      That got a giggle out of them before Dyan asked, “Is this where you were from? I mean, I know you were from Michaelanburg, but this town we’re about to go into tomorrow and attack, is it your hometown?”

      Rain nodded. Pictures of Gretchintown flashed in front of her mind, images of what it was like before she realized that the Mothers were filling her head with an evil doctrine. “Yes. We’ll be entering the only place I’ve ever lived until I got to Quebec in just a few hours.”

      “What do you think it’ll be like to be back there for you?” Margo asked.

      “I think it’ll be a bit surreal,” Rain admitted. “But I’m eager to see what shape the town is in. We aren’t the first troops to come through there.”

      “The others weren’t able to break into their main buildings, though, like the one where all of their medical data and research is housed.”

      They were talking about the same building where the incubators were kept, the one where the Bridge was located, and where the insemination ward was housed. The medical ward. “I know,” she said, having heard about that attack herself a few days earlier. The Mothers had defended that building well. It was a strong hold. Rain wondered what was left of the rest of the town. Was her room still there? Was her tablet still laying on her bed?

      Probably not. The Mothers probably confiscated that and searched it for information months ago, when she’d first left.

      “Do you know any of the military Mothers?” Dyan asked her. “Do you think you’ll have to shoot some people you know?”

      One image came into focus in Rain’s mind--Mother White. She wouldn’t mind standing across a vast emptiness with Mother White on the other side so long as Rain had the upper hand and an element of surprise. She wouldn’t hesitate to shoot that woman. “I know a few,” she said. She doubted Mother White was in Gretchintown, though. She was a high ranking military officer, and other parts of Michaelanburg needed her services more.

      “I don’t envy you,” Corey said, patting Rain’s boot. “But I’m sure you can handle it. Do you think the others who escaped with you will be able to control their emotions going back in there?”

      Rain thought about how tough Mist was. She had no doubt the girl would be just fine. Walt might be a little bit of a disaster, or he might be a warrior. It sort of depended on his mental state at the time. Adam would be able to handle it “Yeah, they’ll make it,” Rain said, hoping for the best.

      Margo gave her a confident smile. “I think you all will. But if you need anything, holler. We’ll talk you through it.”

      Rain appreciated the fact that they were being so inclusive when she was an outsider, the one who’d brought them all here to potentially die. “Thank you,” she said, feeling guilty for endangering their lives.

      “Thank you for having the freedom to escape,” Corey said. “If it weren’t for you, we’d still be training with no hope of seeing action any time soon.”

      “And the Mothers would be able to continue with their inhumane practices indefinitely,” Margo pointed out.

      Rain was surprised they were happy that she’d brought them here, but it did make her feel a little better to hear that. “You’re welcome,” she said. “If we can destroy Michaelanburg’s evil ideals and bring their leadership to the ground, then it will all be worth it, no matter what happens to me.”

      She truly believed that, but in the back of her mind, she prayed that all four of the escapees would come out of this alive because their lives wouldn’t truly begin until they were safely back in Quebec and the Motherhood was no more.
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