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CHAPTER



1


Dani spent her morning the same as she’d done countless other mornings. She was a survivor, and she planned her day with the intent to live to see the next one. She didn’t know that she would die in a few hours, or that her next life’s path would put her on a course to save the lives of countless others.


A tendril of smoke wafted up from the melting rubber as Dani held the candle’s flame near the end of it. When the dull, black fragment of the tire’s inner tube began to crack and smolder, she removed it from the heat. The thin piece of rubber would erupt into flames itself if she wasn’t careful, and she’d have to start over.


She applied the softened edge of the inner tube to a crack in the aged insulation covering a copper wire lying on the top of the table. She poured off the liquid candle wax into a container for reuse later before moving the candle aside. Then she picked up the length of the wiring with both hands and worked the softened rubber over the crack in the wire’s insulation until it filled the gap. The reinforced seal wouldn’t last long, but it was the best solution she had for reusing the wires until she could scavenge something better.


Dani repeated this process for several minutes, until she had all the breaks in the insulation repaired. She tapped the rubber with her fingertip, and when she was satisfied that it had cooled enough, she slid the completed portion to the left to inspect the next foot of wire for more cracks. She resumed her melting-patching technique, working left to right, until the entire length of wire was repaired. Once finished, she carefully rolled the wire and placed it in a box with others like it.


The stench of burned rubber hung in the room. She lifted her knife and sharpening stone from the table. Miles stirred in her bed as she slid the blade along the stone, but Dani didn’t try to silence the noise. He needed to get up anyway. She glanced at the dog bed made of blanket scraps on the floor next to the table where she worked. It was empty, and her chest ached. I need to move that stuff out of sight so I stop looking at it, she thought.


Her eyes stung with the thought of her dead dog; she placed the knife and stone back on the table, rubbed the hint of tears from her eyes, and passed her hands through her short, unruly hair. She sniffled as she pushed her chair back to stand. Her shadow danced on the wall in the candlelight while she adjusted her tattered wool trousers. She’d stolen the pants off a dead, human MP. For a small man, the dead policeman’s pants were big—too big for her. His boots, however, were perfect.


Dani tucked her threadbare T-shirt into her waistband then reached for her belt, which—along with other articles of clothing—had been tossed aside when she and Miles tumbled into her bed last night. The thin, lumpy mattress on the floor wasn’t much to sleep on, but she and Miles hadn’t done much sleeping. She eyed his duty belt with his plasma pistol still holstered in it. A weapon like that would be much better protection for her when she was out scavenging than the knife and pistol she currently used.


She left Miles’s gun and belt where they lay and instead lifted her jacket, the dead MP’s jacket, from the floor and placed it on the back of her chair.


Miles groaned and rolled to his back. “You’ve been melting rubber again.” He opened his eyes and blinked in the darkness. “Why aren’t you using the lamp?”


“MPs were poking around the block yesterday, but they didn’t find my lines tapping into their power. If I don’t consistently pull from their grid, they can’t catch me,” Dani said. She tightened her belt around her waist and slipped the knife into the sheath on her belt. She sat in her chair again, unrolled another length of old wire, and began inspecting the insulation for gaps.


“How long have you been up?” he asked.


Dani shrugged without taking her eyes from her work. “A while.”


“Jace steals wiring for you to steal power from the Commonwealth. Shit, Dani, you get caught and you’re in a labor camp for a minimum of five years.”


“How many years will you get as an MP sleeping with a Brigand and not arresting her for stealing from the Commonwealth?”


Miles groaned and rolled out of the bed in search of his clothes.


She hid her grin and pulled the candle close to begin the mundane task of melting the rubber. Miles’s movements in the background quieted as he shifted closer to stand behind her. His hand touched her left shoulder.


“Not now, Miles.”


She remained hunched over the table, focused first on heating the rubber and then on placing the melted edge in the right spot on the wire.


His warm breath blew across her neck just before his lips arrived.


“You’re going to make me burn myself,” she said, but she didn’t tell him to stop.


His mouth moved up her neck, and his tongue touched her skin. She wanted to resist his advance, but the sensation made her close her eyes. A tingle and mild shiver coursed through her body from her neck to her groin. Her hands wavered, and the strip of rubber ignited in a flash of heat. The flaming piece of rubber landed on the back of the hand she was holding the candle with, and she bolted away from the table and Miles, dropping everything as she stood. The chair and candle toppled with her movement.


Dani dragged the back of her hand across the coarse fabric of her trousers, wincing from the pain of the burn.


Miles slapped the piece of burning rubber to the floor and grabbed his boot to put the fire out. With the room now completely dark, he fumbled with objects on the table to find a match to relight the candle. After a few seconds, he growled with frustration and abandoned the task. He tripped over the chair with a curse and turned on the lamp between the bed and table. He stared up at her while still kneeling on the floor and clinging to the lamp’s pole. “I’m sorry.”


“Fuck off.” Dani sat on the bed and examined the burn on her hand. The melted rubber had stuck to her skin. In her haste to stop her flesh from burning, she’d tried to wipe it off. Instead, she’d torn her damaged skin and the melted rubber had smeared across more of her hand, taking more freshly burned skin off in the process. She picked up the canteen of water she kept next to her bed. Miles reached to help her, but she pushed him away.


Once she had the cap unscrewed, she poured water over her burn. The searing pain eased some, but not enough. As soon as the water trickled off her hand, air reached the exposed wound, making her hand feel like it was on fire again.


“You need to clean the burn to keep it from getting infected,” Miles said.


“I do not need your help with this.”


He continued to kneel on the floor, and his attention turned to the lamp. His eyes followed the cord down to where the bare ends of its wires wrapped around the posts of a car battery.


“Christ, Dani, you stole a battery out of one of the MP trucks?”


She placed the canteen on the floor and went to a stack of totes in the corner of her room.


“Forget what I said about the labor camp. They’ll just execute you if they ever find out about half the shit you’ve taken from their supplies.”


Dani shrugged. “I needed the battery so I could come off their grid to repair my wires. I used the candle today to save the battery you’re now draining for me.”


She lifted the first two totes off the stack and opened the third while Miles finished dressing in silence. She pulled a small metal box from the tote and brought it to the table. She righted her chair and sat with a heavy sigh to inspect her wound. Black remnants of rubber remained stuck to her skin at the edges of the burn. She’d have to leave them for now; the injury was too raw for her to properly clean it without taking something for the pain.


Miles pulled on his boots and paused. “You waxed my boots.”


“Yeah.”


“Thanks! Nothing is worse than wet socks.” He finished lacing his boots and stood to button his shirt. Dani glared at him. She was still angry about the mishap, but she also loathed his uniform. The Commonwealth of North America’s logo resided on the left side of his shirt; his last name, Jackman, was lettered on the right. “MP” was plastered in large letters to the outside of both his shoulders, and his second lieutenant insignia decorated his shirt collar. She’d always believed the CNA was stupid to advertise their military police members with the shoulder badges. It made them easier targets for Wardens. Still, she cared for Miles.


“Dani, I really am sorry. I didn’t mean for you to burn yourself.”


She squeezed a line of ointment over the burn and wound a roll of gauze around her hand to cover it. She wrapped a length of tape around the gauze and tore it off with her teeth. With the burn protected from the air, the worst of the pain eased.


“The MPs are raiding C Block today to clear it of Brigands,” Miles said.


“Clear it? You mean ‘kidnap civilians to be troops for the CNA.’ Call it what it is, Miles. Don’t hide what you do by giving it some name that helps you sleep better at night.”


“I know you hate what we do, but it’s the only way we can keep our numbers up against the Wardens.”


“There are plenty of other ways to fight this war with the Wardens.” She tossed the tape and tube of ointment back into the medical kit.


“Don’t scavenge today, Dani.”


She laughed and shook her head. “It’s how Brigands survive, Miles. If I don’t scavenge, I don’t eat.”


“I’ll bring you food tonight.”


“I’m going out today.”


Miles sighed and snatched his jacket off the floor. “Avoid C Block. You don’t have Brody to watch your back anymore.”


Dani tightened her jaw.


“I’m sorry to bring him up. I know you miss him, but—”


Dani slammed the lid on the small medical kit closed, ending the conversation.


“Be careful today, please. Stay away from the Echoes.”


She left the table and lifted her jacket from where it had fallen on the floor when the chair toppled. “Brigand Echoes are just like Brigand humans. We’re focused on staying alive and free while you and the Wardens kill each other.”


Miles put his jacket on and yanked the zipper up, covering his uniform top. “Fine! Go play with your Brigand friends today. But stay the fuck out of C Block!” He stomped out of her room and slammed the door behind him.


Dani slipped into her jacket, leaving the front of it open. She lived among the war’s civilians, scavenging and stealing from the Commonwealth and Wardens alike. She didn’t need to hide her identity. She turned the lamp off and walked out the door.


Brigands only had one goal: survive. They left the fighting to the idiots who wanted to kill each other.
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An upper corner of the tattered map sagged where it had torn free from the tape still stuck to the wall. Dani took another bite of her wafer and pushed the edge of the map up with the palm of her hand. She chewed while she studied the thicker lines marked over the city. Portland, Maine, was divided into six blocks. C Block was in the southwestern part of the city’s remnants, which was also the location of the MP Stroudwater Barracks. The MP camp was near where the airport used to be, before the Wardens turned it into rubble.


Dani and her uncle lived in B Block in the center of the city, which was poor even by Brigand standards. B Block’s population remained under a hundred, so an attack from either MPs or Wardens was unlikely. C Block offered the best opportunities to raid MP stores; in fact, it was the block where Dani had scavenged the wafer she was now eating. But given Miles’s warning regarding C Block, she decided to tackle E Block, also known as the Old Port, instead today. With its old fishing wharves and numerous warehouses, E Block always had food and supplies waiting to be stolen. Poaching fish was one of the many crimes Dani had committed in that block before, and she planned to do it again today. Miles could have his raid and she could do her scavenging, and she’d still be far from the MPs’ crosshairs.


“You need to stay in today,” Jace said.


Dani glanced over her shoulder at the older man. He still moved without a sound—impressive for someone in his sixties. “I know about the raid, Jace.”


He pushed the menagerie of tools in front of him on the workbench aside and placed his gnarled leather messenger bag on it. “Raid or not, you’re staying in.”


Dani sighed and continued examining the map.


“Dani.”


“What, Uncle?” she asked, her tone sharp. When he didn’t speak, she released the map and turned to face him. Without her hand to keep it up, the map’s upper corner rolled back down the wall.


“What happened to your hand?”


“I was careless when I was repairing wire casings this morning. It’s fine,” she said. The ache turned to a throb when she held her hand by her side.


“I’ll hunt today. Stay here to work on the wiring and take care of your hand.”


She opened her filth-covered pack on the bench. “Don’t bring back any more old wiring. I have plenty. I’ll search the warehouses in the Old Port today for newer strips. The older wires work, but a nice length of something less ancient would provide more consistent power for us.”


She spread out an oil-stained cloth and rolled two sets of wire cutters in the fabric to keep them from clanking together inside her pack when she walked. The most successful Brigands survived by not making noise, and Jace had trained her well.


“Keep an eye out for anything solar. Any size will do, but bigger is better. I’m close to having everything I need to make a solar panel so we don’t need the Commonwealth’s grid at all,” she said as she continued to put more tools into her pack.


Jace didn’t respond, so Dani looked up. “What?”


“You’re not going out.”


“We had this conversation yesterday. We’re not doing it again today, Jace.”


He reached for her pack; she moved it out of his reach.


“First Miles and now you are dictating how I will spend my day? Good luck with that.”


“Please, don’t leave B Block today. Will you stay if I ask nicely?”


Dani laughed at her uncle’s attempt to be polite. “What’s gotten into you?”


Jace’s wrinkled hands found a screwdriver with a broken handle on the bench. He fiddled with it but didn’t answer her question. His knuckles, bulbous from arthritis, bobbed as he turned the tool in his hands.


“Jace!”


His head came up.


“Why are you being weird? You’ve been acting strange for two weeks.”


“No guns.”


Dani groaned and removed the pistol from her belt.


Jace’s sudden changes in behavior over the last two weeks had caused frequent arguments, mostly over Dani taking the pistol with her while scavenging. Each day he begged her to leave it behind, though she was safer with the weapon. Sometimes it was easier to just give in to his badgering. Today, she didn’t bother pleading her case.


“Miles thinks I’m a pain in his ass. He should spend some time with you,” Dani said as she placed the gun and holster on the bench between her and Jace.


“You should stop seeing him. He’s an MP. He could turn on us at any moment,” Jace said, his eyes still on the tool in his hand.


“He won’t.”


Jace glanced up at her. “Why not?”


Dani shrugged. “I think he loves me.”


The old man shook his head and groaned. “The CNA can’t be trusted. Does he still hate Echoes?”


“Echoes announced their presence on Earth by blowing it to shit forty years ago, Jace. Plus, if you kill the bastards, their bodies renew, and they come back again for another round. Humans have a good reason to hate Echoes.”


“Do you hate them?”


“No, but I’m fine avoiding Echoes and other humans to stay alive.”


“Except you don’t avoid Miles.”


“He’s not your concern. You and I survive just fine.”


“I don’t know how much longer we can.”


Dani tilted her head. “How much longer we can what? Survive?”


He tossed the screwdriver back on the bench and passed his callused palm over his face. “It all starts with the dog.”


Dani blinked and shook her head. “Huh?”


“Everything goes downhill once the dog dies.”


A familiar twinge in her chest returned with the mention of a dead dog. “What dog?”


“Your dog. The one you always get that always dies, and then the shit goes sideways.”


“What are you talking about?”


“I can’t keep doing this. I keep getting it wrong.”


“What’s with the damn riddles? Start making some sense or I’m leaving.”


He shook his head, his face pinched like he was in pain. “I don’t know how.”


“If I’m going to make E Block for supplies and return before dark, I need to go. Tell me what’s going on.”


“Stay.”


“Why, Jace? You have to give me a reason for you acting like a freak about this. I don’t understand what you’re even talking about with dead dogs. Do you mean Brody? What does he have to do with whatever you’re trying to say? Tell me. Please.”


“I can’t.”


She rubbed the back of her neck and sighed with frustration. “I’m done with this guessing game.” She grabbed her pack. “Figure out how to explain whatever the hell this madness is you’re babbling about by the time I get back.”


“Wait.”


Dani finished securing the rusted buckles on her pack before slinging one strap over her shoulder. When Jace didn’t offer any additional answers, she slipped her other arm through the second shoulder strap and tied the pack close to her body. Then she headed out the door to start her day, ducking to clear the metal piping running through the interior of the abandoned building they lived beneath as she went—a habit at this point.


As she neared the exterior walls of the building, she noticed that the sun was out. As much as she wanted to walk in the sunlight and enjoy the warmth, she forced herself to adhere to Jace’s rules. She moved along the walls just inside the structure. Rats squeaked and scampered out of her path. In the winter, when scavenging undetected was more difficult due to the cold and snow, she and Jace dined on rats to stay alive. Tonight, she planned to eat fish. She hoped her deranged uncle’s wits had returned by then.


She slowed as she reached the collapsed corner of the building—a casualty of one of the many Warden bombs used to capture New England decades earlier. The Echoes had attacked and captured every major city in the world, killing billions of humans in the process. They’d then declared themselves wardens over Earth. Fortunately, the Wardens occupying Boston hadn’t bothered much with the smaller cities of Portsmouth, New Hampshire, or Portland, Maine, after the initial attacks.


The human and Echo Brigands sometimes formed alliances, but Jace had always insisted that he and Dani operate solo, just the two of them, as a team. The things he’d said—questioning their ability to continue to survive—worried her. She didn’t want him to give up.


Food, she thought. I’ll get us some fish tonight. Real food. That should help ease his concerns.


Four miles of avoiding MPs and other Brigands lay between her and the wharves. She left the shadows at the corner of the building, jogged across the deserted street, and slowed slightly to enjoy the sun. A dog barked in the distance, and Dani spotted another Brigand moving around another building. She increased her pace and moved back into the shadows.
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The MP patrols were predictable, as usual, so Dani avoided them with ease. She nodded to a group of three Brigands as she passed them. She’d seen the trio, two men and a woman, many times before in her movements between blocks, but she never stopped to chat.


The woman smiled in response to her nod, and Dani continued on her way. She had another mile before reaching the center of the Old Port in E Block. With the police occupied with the C Block raid, things were dead; Dani moved through the city without seeing a single MP.


After going another eighth of a mile, she stopped in the shadow of a building and checked her surroundings. No people moved about, and the only sound was the wind stirring leaves and debris through the streets. She took a step toward the sunlight—and someone grabbed her upper arm. Startled, she spun to strike the person, but another hand caught her wrist before her fist made contact. She blinked several times, and as her eyes focused, Jace’s face sharpened into view.


“Stay in the shadows,” he said.


Dani jerked her arm and wrist free from his grasp. Her heartbeat thundered in her chest, and she tried to calm the effects of the adrenaline surge. She slowed her breaths and regained some control. “You’re a fucking ninja. Why the hell are you sneaking up on me, anyway?”


“I need to talk to you.”


“Now? Now you want to talk? I so want to kill you.”


“Not as much as you’ll want to when I’m done.”


Dani’s brow creased with confusion. Her uncle stood before her, wringing his hands. He paused just long enough to gesture for her to follow him before resuming his nervous hand movements.


Dani followed Jace without speaking until he stopped near one of the many columns of a long-deserted parking garage housing rusted heaps of abandoned vehicles. The cars and trucks were barely recognizable after decades of Brigands scavenging metal, tires, wiring, parts, and anything else that could be utilized in some way.


“You may want to sit,” Jace said.


Dani folded her arms across her chest—bumping her burn in the process. She flinched and shifted her posture. She had a hard time being defiant when the tiniest insult to her wounded hand sent shock waves of pain up her arm.


“Don’t sit.” Jace took in a deep breath that made his chest rise with the effort. He expelled the breath in a controlled manner before meeting her eyes. “You’re not human. Neither of us is. And … I’m not your uncle.”


Dani stared at him for a moment. Then a burst of laughter escaped her.


Jace scowled. “I’m not joking.”


“Of course you are,” Dani said, still laughing.


Jace shook his head.


Her smile faded and turned to a frown.


“It’s the truth, Dani.”


“I don’t believe you.”


“You think you’re twenty-five years old, but you were originally born in 2058. Linearly speaking, you’re closer to fifty-five. You’ve had a couple of resets.”


Several seconds ticked by while Dani searched for her voice. When she spoke, her voice cracked. “I’m an Echo?”


Jace nodded.


“Not a human?”


“No.”


“Couple of resets? You mean I’ve died twice?” Dani paced as she talked.


“Yes.”


“So I’m fifty-five, and you’re not my uncle? What are you?”


“Your brother. Half-brother. Same father but different mothers.”


A nervous laugh escaped Dani’s mouth, and she ran her hand through her already tousled hair. Her pacing stopped. “Bullshit. Echoes remember their past lives. I don’t remember anything but growing up with you as my uncle. I have only lived as a Brigand, so I could not have been born before the war started.”


Jace resumed wringing his hands. “Yeah. That’s why this is so complicated. You’re the only Echo I’ve known to forget their past when they reset. You … you forget all of it. You’re an anomaly. You seem to displace everything except your survival skills each time. I think it’s a subconscious thing.”


Dani laughed again. “You’re killing me with this.”


“Please, just listen. You were eleven when the Wardens attacked and orphaned a few days later. Your mother and our father were Echoes, but the Wardens killed them again while they were regenerating. Their deaths became permanent. I was seventeen and took care of you, but you were killed when you were twenty-five. As long as Echoes don’t suffer a catastrophic injury, like a beheading, or get killed mid-regen, they heal their damaged bodies and return to a younger point in life—usually somewhere in their late teens or in early adulthood. But you returned as a ten-year-old. I cared for you in your second life, but you died at twenty-five again. You’re caught in a cycle and I don’t know how to break it and keep you alive. What I do know is that you always get a dog, the dog dies, and you die a few weeks later.”


She remembered his words from earlier that morning: “It all starts with the dog.”


He shifted his messenger bag from his back to his side, pulled the flap up, and removed a tattered book from inside. “Here,” he said, handing it to her. “I started writing everything down, trying to figure out how to break your loop. I’m old, Dani. I haven’t died yet, so I don’t know what age I will return to, or even if I will. I’m only half Echo. How do I take care of you again as an old man?”


Dani opened the book and flipped through several pages of notes. They blurred before her eyes. She turned to the beginning of the book and found a photograph of a family standing together: a man, woman, teenage boy, young girl, and dog in front of a tall, stone wall.


“I was the result from a relationship our father had with a human woman before he married your Echo mother,” Jace said.


“Her?” Dani asked with a nod at the photo in her hand. “This is my mother?”


“Yes. Flip it over; read the back. Dad always liked having photos in his hand. He hated the digital shit.”


“Jason, Dani, and Br—” Dani’s hand shook, and she closed her eyes.


“Brody. You adopt a dog, and name him Brody. The one you lost two weeks ago, he’s your third.”


“Jason,” Dani muttered. “Jace.”


“Yes. See the year?”


Dani forced her eyes open. Her voice shook when she spoke. “2068.” The child in the photo could easily be her. She placed the picture back in the book and turned more pages, glancing over the years and notes. She pulled out another photo of a young woman with a dog. The woman was her, no question; the dog wasn’t her Brody, but it was similar-looking to him.


“I don’t have any other pictures of you. Photographs and printing are luxuries we’ll never have again.”


She replaced the photo inside the book and closed it before passing the journal back to Jace. “Why didn’t you tell me any of this before?”


“You’re safer on this planet as a human, believing you’re human. I’m telling you now because I am desperate to keep you from dying again. I’m old, older than I should be. Hardly anyone survives past fifty now with this war, and I’m well past that age. An elderly man can’t care for a child.”


“So this is about what you need?”


“Don’t be stupid. I thought this life, your life, would be different, but I see the same events happening again.”


Dani’s anger flared, and she tightened her hands into fists, ignoring the throb it produced in her right hand. “You should have told me sooner.”


“I’m sorry. I should have, but I didn’t know how without making you panic.”


“I’m not panicking! I’m fucking livid,” she growled.


“I am sorry. Please, let’s just go back home.”


“I need time to think through this, and I don’t want to be around you.”


“I must stay close in case something happens to you, Dani.”


“What will happen is I’ll strangle you. Leave me alone, Jace. Give me time.”


“I’ll give you space. Go home, I’ll scavenge our food today, and we can talk more when you’re ready.”


Her mind was too distracted for scavenging. Stealing from MPs required her full attention. “Fine. I’ll head back to our block. But don’t expect me to be home.”


“If you die alone, you will be vulnerable until you recover from regenerating. If you’re killed during that time, it’s permanent. You don’t get another chance.”


“I’ve seen Echoes die; I know how it works.”


“When you recover, you’ll still be a child, without any memories other than your name. You’ll be an incapacitated ten-year-old girl.”


“I get it,” she said, though she didn’t truly comprehend anything he’d told her.


“I don’t want you to be alone.”


“Do I die the same way each time?”


Jace nodded. “Friendly fire.”


“Oh, that’s perfect.”


“You die with a gun in your hand.”


“This is why you’ve been so uptight and making me leave mine behind lately?”


Jace nodded again.


“I promise I won’t get in any gunfights today,” Dani said. She turned to leave the garage.


“Dani.”


“Leave me alone.”


When she didn’t hear him follow after her, she glanced back. He remained where she’d left him.


Dani kept walking. Her thoughts were a jumbled mess, and she was desperate to find a place to sit and think. Everything she’d ever believed had just been upended. Jace was right. Shit had just gone sideways.
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Dani’s mind wandered, shuffling the various pieces of information Jace had just given her. She had more questions for him, but she also didn’t want to speak to him again for a while.


Maybe he’s just fucking with me. Some sick joke. She shook her head.


The family photograph was old; that could have been any girl in the picture. There were plenty of reasons to doubt its authenticity. But the second picture she couldn’t deny. That was her in that photo.


She stopped walking and closed her eyes, trying to remember the images better. Surely there was something in the second photo to prove Jace wrong.


The dog in both photos looked so much like the dog she’d recently lost. Brody, her Brody, had been a thick-built ninety pounds of muscle. Like the dogs in the pictures, he’d been dark-colored with a splash of white on his chest. When scavenging at night with him, Dani had smeared grease on his chest to cover the white fur. She absentmindedly rubbed her fingertips against her thumb, remembering the feel of his soft coat.


According to Jace, Dani made the same mistakes before dying. But Brody hadn’t been a mistake; she’d adored that damn dog. I miss you, B.


Her thoughts shifted again. Do Echoes have Echo dogs that can return from the dead too?


She didn’t have the answer. She hadn’t heard of this before with animals, but maybe that explained why she’d ended up with the same, or almost the same, dog in her last two lives plus this one.


Jace must be fucking with me. I can’t be an Echo. This is madness.


“Sssss.”


Dani’s eyes flew open, and she turned her head toward the source of the noise.


The woman she’d seen earlier in the day slipped her head out beyond the shadow of a building. “Do you want to get caught?” the woman asked.


Dani blinked in response and used her hand to shield her eyes from the bright sun. She realized she was standing in an uncovered parking area overgrown with grass and weeds, completely in the open. “Shit.”


“Yeah,” the woman said.


Lost in her meandering thoughts, she hadn’t paid enough attention to her surroundings. Dani sprinted to the nearest shadows, which happened to be where the woman was hiding.


The stranger stepped back, a wary look on her face, as Dani approached.


Dani held her hands up to show they were empty. “I’m not here to cause trouble. You’ve seen me around before.”


“Why are you standing out in the open?”


“I, uh, got distracted. Wasn’t paying attention to where I was going.”


“That’ll get you killed, y’know.”


“I know.” Dani moved to leave, then realized she had no idea which direction to go in. “I’m a bit turned around. I’m in C Block, but where?”


The woman pointed. “Fore River is that way.”


Dani winced. She’d been so deep in her mental fog that she’d missed her turn to go back to B Block. She didn’t remember crossing the bridge, but she was now deep inside C Block. “MPs are doing a raid here today.”


The woman’s face paled with the news. “Today? My brothers are scavenging inside the block. Help me find them, please.”


Dani’s middle rumbled with hunger. C Block had the best food with the fewest guards. Her plethora of questions for Jace still clouded her thoughts, and she physically shook her head to rid herself of them.


The woman tilted her head and stared at her.


“Sorry. A little dizzy,” Dani said with a shrug.


The woman didn’t seem to notice the lie, and if she did, she didn’t care enough to make a comment.


“I need to get my bearings before I go anywhere,” Dani said. She stepped out of the shadows with her eyes cast upward and turned in a circle. She found a building she liked and nodded before moving back into the darkness. “Come with me or stay here, but I’m going to the top of that building. If the MPs haven’t moved in yet, I’ll help you.”


“Your sightseeing will take too long. I’ll go without you.”


Dani nodded. “Thank you for catching my attention to bring me out of the sun. I hope you find your brothers.”


The woman gave her a quick nod and was gone. Dani wished she’d thought to ask her name, but Brigands tended to have short life spans and even shorter friendships with others. Even Brody had outlived many Brigands she’d met—until one killed him. Her chest tightened and she focused her attention on the task ahead. She refused to rehash the details of the night her dog died.


Remembering Jace’s warning, Dani decided to pass on stealing MP food today and just leave C Block. She jogged through the streets, hugging the seams where buildings met the ground, until she reached the tallest building in the immediate area. She climbed into the lower level of the structure through a broken window and waited for her eyes to adjust to the dark. Only fragments of wooden furniture remained; the rest had clearly been dismantled for firewood or crude weapons long ago. Walls had been ripped out at some point, too, and several studs were splintered or missing. She didn’t loiter in the lower level long enough to figure out what kind of place the building might have been before the war. It didn’t matter.


After finding a set of stairs, she crept her way up them one step at a time, pausing when the structure groaned under her movement. Not all Brigands were friendly. Squatters guarded their homes, even if they were nothing more than a closet. She stepped over piles of debris, noting as she did that the trash was a mix of old and more recent refuse. A decomposing rat lay among one of the piles she passed.


Part of the stairs were missing, so she couldn’t go any higher. She slipped through an open door and tiptoed across the torn carpet and broken planks to reach a window. She used the sleeve of her jacket to wipe at the haze covering the glass and looked out over the block. She’d never know how she’d managed to wander so deeply into C Block. At least now she knew exactly where she was and how to go home.


The floor creaked, and Dani froze. She kept staring at the window before her but switched focus from the view outside to her reflection and the room behind her. Someone moved, and Dani turned.


The man facing her snarled, holding up a former table leg like a club. Dani reached for her gun and touched only her belt. She tightened her jaw and cursed Jace. She shifted her hand to her knife and paused. The man’s sleeves slid down his arms, revealing emaciated, sore-covered limbs. His strength wavered under the weight of his weapon. He’d been starving for some time and wouldn’t survive the winter.


She left her knife on her belt. “I just came up for a look out the window. I’m leaving.”


He stalked closer. “Give me your pack.”


Before she could answer, a series of shouts rose from elsewhere in the block. The man lunged toward her. Dani stepped aside, swinging her upper body away from the incoming club even as she extended her foot and tripped the man. He fell with a curse, and Dani darted to a window on the other side of the room. She swiped her hand across the film on the glass and peeked out. The raid had started.


MPs poured into the derelict buildings; Brigands scattered like ants.


The man lumbered toward Dani again. She lifted her heels from the floor, but otherwise forced her feet to remain still. She waited until he brought the club down at her again, then sprang to the side, grabbed his threadbare shirt, and shoved him away from her. His head collided with the wall; he groaned as he slid to the floor. She kicked the table leg away from his hands and left him behind.


She was moving past the first window on her way to the stairs when an unfamiliar, thumping noise emanating from the other side of the river stopped her in her tracks. She took a few steps backward to look out the window again.


Three helicopters were landing on the border of B and C Blocks. Black-uniformed Wardens spilled out of the helos and formed lines. A thirty-man Warden platoon had more advanced weapons than the Commonwealth. Warden rifles were of the same tech as the bombs they’d used to cripple the cities across the globe forty-four years earlier. One Warden platoon could engage a hundred CNA troops and likely win.


The C Block raid wouldn’t be using that many MPs, so Miles and the other members trying to capture Brigands would be caught unaware by these Wardens and slaughtered. She’d never find Miles in time to warn him, but she couldn’t escape C Block either. The Wardens were covering the border to B and the only decent bridge across the river. Fore River was too wide and too cold for her to swim across to E Block.


Her only choice was to move deeper into C Block and hide. She abandoned the room, skipped down the steps, and crawled back out the window she’d used to enter the building. She needed a good place to wait out the fighting—preferably something underground, in case the Wardens opted to use more firepower than their quake rifles.
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After completing his weapon checks, Miles lifted his duty belt from the table and placed it around his waist. Other officers moved through the armory, gathering and checking gear in preparation for the raid.


He’d just completed buckling his belt when the female ranking officer entered. He and all the other MPs came to attention.


“At ease,” Major Houston said.


Miles and his fellow officers shifted their stance, but their backs remained straight.


“We have a change in orders.”


Miles flicked his eyes toward the major, then ahead again. He’d been dreading this raid. He hoped it had been canceled.


“The Commonwealth of North America’s military experts are changing tactics. We will no longer hold Portland but will instead evacuate and regroup,” Major Houston said, moving between the two lines of MPs.


Miles glanced at the woman again without moving his head. Her uniform was cleaner and crisper than his had been in years. He assumed it was the better accommodations that came with rank—then remembered that he spent more nights with his Brigand lover than he did with the other MPs in the Stroudwater Barracks. No wonder his clothes were in such bad shape.


The major’s voice brought his thoughts back to the present. “We’ve received word that the Wardens are extending out from Boston. That includes north of the city. Their own raids have brought more Echoes to their ranks, and, of course, though they still have fewer numbers than our CNA field support divisions, they have the better tech. Our troops started eva-cing last night and left us as the only CNA forces in the region. Today’s raid was to be the first of several before we left, but those orders have changed too.”


If Miles had slept in the barracks the previous night, he would have noticed the ground troops moving out. Instead, this news surprised him.


“We will complete the C Block raid as planned in order to acquire as many human and Echo Brigands as we can to add to our ground troops,” the major continued. “Any Brigands with decent skill sets or Echoes with any knowledge of their alien tech will become part of the CNA weapons development division. Use every resource to capture as many Brigands, especially Echoes, as possible. If we can’t upgrade our weapons to match the Wardens, we’ll never win this war. Questions?”


“The Brigands that don’t come willingly?” an MP asked.


“Subdue them as needed with tranqs. I don’t want our captures spending their first few weeks as CNA recruits recovering in the infirmary. Understand?”


“Yes, Major,” Miles and the other MPs responded as a group.


“Complete the raid, return to the barracks, and pack your shit. We abandon Portland by sunset,” Major Houston said and left.


Miles’s mouth had gone dry; he couldn’t swallow. The other MPs resumed their activities, and he turned back to the table. He pressed his palms against the top and leaned against them. He needed to warn Dani that the Wardens were moving north, but he would be neck deep in the raid for the next several hours. There wasn’t enough time for him to go to her in B Block before he had to leave.


No one had asked where they were going once leaving the city, though there were only two choices when it came to escaping Portland. South landed them in a hornet’s nest of Wardens. East was the Atlantic. They could only evacuate to the west or north.


He righted himself and took a deep breath. Dani was an expert at surviving, and he couldn’t worry about her today. He holstered his weapon, an older-model plasma pistol he’d taken from a dead Warden. The newer models the Wardens had invented had twice as much power and held a charge three times longer than the one Miles had. Still, his weapon was more advanced than the ones most of the MPs carried; some of them used ancient revolvers like the one Dani carried. Shit. He couldn’t stop thinking about her.


The routine of finishing his gear prep and joining the platoon he led helped settle his thoughts. He was responsible for two squads, twelve MPs in each. His platoon of twenty-five, including himself, plus two other platoons, had raid detail today. They didn’t have far to march, since Brigands and MPs shared C Block.


He led his platoon to their designated location and waited while the others reached their positions. He stared at his watch, and at six minutes past the hour, he ordered his officers forward.


They caught two Brigands with ease—they were drunk—but the rest of their captures they earned. The scavengers scattered, spreading the word of the raid as they tried to escape. Miles barked a quick series of orders before firing his tranquilizer gun three times, hitting a fleeing man and boy in their backs but missing the woman he targeted. The man and boy stumbled for a few steps before falling. Louder concussion blasts sounded through other nearby buildings, and Miles recognized them as the sound of cannon nets being deployed. They used those to capture people grouped closer together. He despised these raids, but they were part of his duties as an MP.


Several Brigands poured out of a stairwell in front of Miles. One collided with him, taking them both to the ground. The young man reached for Miles’s weapon, and Miles drove his knee into the man’s gut. While the young man coughed, Miles rolled him to his side and placed a silver, one-inch-long rod on the Brigand’s waist. The immobilization cuff, I-cuff, activated, forming a belt around the Brigand. The device generated an electrical pulse that prevented the wearer from moving voluntary muscles.


Miles left the young man on the ground and stood. Blood trickled from a wound somewhere on his scalp while he tried to determine the locations of his troops.


A cannon net boomed from an upper level of the building. He hadn’t ordered his MPs to start sweeps up through the structure yet. He and several of his MPs finished applying I-cuffs to the Brigands they’d caught coming out of the stairwell before he did a head count.


“Corporal, divide your squad,” Miles said. “Use half to secure the lower level and the other half to move these Brigands to the trucks to haul them out. Everyone else is with me.” He didn’t wait for the corporal to acknowledge his orders before leaving. He was eager to find out why some of his platoon were on the next floor up when they weren’t supposed to be there yet.


He rushed into the stairwell and took the steps two at a time until he reached the door leading into the second floor. He led his troops through the shambles of rooms toward the noise of weapon fire, passing dead, gunned down Brigands. He holstered his tranq gun and drew his plasma pistol. His missing MPs were using live rounds.


He stepped into the room, and to his horror, three MPs stood over the bodies of slaughtered Brigands. One of the scavengers took his final breath as blood poured from the open wound across his throat.


Miles pointed his gun at the MP still holding the dripping blade. “Drop the knife, Anderson.”


Anderson smiled. “He resisted.”


“Drop the knife.”


Anderson examined the blood on the blade instead. “Major Houston wants Echoes. The best way to tell the assholes apart from humans is to kill them, see if they come back to life. Those two were human,” he said, tilting the knife at the two dead women tangled in a net with holes through their backs.


Miles kept his pistol pointed at Anderson but addressed his accomplices. “Surrender your weapons. You’re relieved of duty.”


The MPs shared a glance but didn’t move.


A subtle, bluish color began to glow under the dead man’s skin.


“Look!” Anderson said with a sneer. “We have an Echo! Major Houston will be so happy.”


The blue color traveled beneath the Echo’s skin, moving through his veins. His body slowly writhed as the man’s body converted back to that of an older teenager. The wound across his neck filled with the blue liquid, replacing some of the red blood and healing the fatal injury. The Echo’s body heaved as he drew in a noisy breath.


Anderson grinned. “Now is the best time to permanently kill them.”


Miles kept his pistol aimed at his MP. “We need their memories to create better tech. We have our orders, Anderson.”


The MP shook his head. “Nah. These fuckers invaded our planet three hundred years ago, hid among us, and attacked without cause. Billions of humans have died because of them. They need to die.”


Anderson flipped the knife in his hand and raised his arm to plunge it into the helpless Echo’s chest. Miles fired. The plasma pistol’s blast tore a hole through Anderson’s heart, launching him backward. He was a corpse before his body struck the floor.


Anderson’s accomplices surrendered their weapons when Miles turned his pistol toward them.


“Sergeant Coulson, place these men under arrest,” Miles said.


“Yes, sir,” Coulson said and approached the rogue MPs.


Miles kept his weapon on them until Coulson activated the I-cuffs. She tapped a series of lights on the cuff belts that allowed the two men to move only their legs.


With the rest of their voluntary muscles immobile, Miles lowered his weapon. “Sergeant, stay with them until we return to the barracks to put them in a holding cell. James, Aeryn, carry the Echo to the trucks. Mitchell, gather up the net and reload the cannon. Take all the gear off Anderson for yourself; ditch that useless revolver.”


“What about Anderson?” Mitchell asked.


“Leave him.” Miles had six MPs left with him. His heart was not in this raid, much less in murdering Brigands. “Everyone else, we’ll split up into two groups of two and one group of three to finish clearing the building. Anyone who decides to start murdering people for sport, I’ll kill you myself. Let’s go.”
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Dani used less caution than before when moving through the city. She bolted across sunlit streets to move deeper into C Block. She stumbled for no obvious reason and crashed to the asphalt. While sprawled on her belly, the ground trembled, making bits of dirt and broken asphalt dance between her fingers. The Wardens were announcing their presence with earthquake grenades. She scrambled back to her feet, wobbling, the earth still shifting beneath her boots.


The building where she’d looked out the windows and left the starving man crumbled into a plume of dust. Her body trembled—not from the weapon’s earthquake but from fear. She flinched when images of structures collapsing, including the children’s hospital in Boston, flashed through her mind. Jace said she lost her memories when she reset back to ten years old, but apparently she’d retained pieces of her past, even if they were as small as the pebbles vibrating around her boots.


The tremor subsided and the shooting started. Dani couldn’t see the Wardens yet, but she heard the unmistakable whine as their quake rifles powered up for a second before blasting their targets. An earthquake rifle’s violent blast would stop a human’s or Echo’s heart even if he or she was shot in a limb. The Echoes would heal, and the Wardens took them. Several shots from a quake rifle could crumble a wooden house, and Warden quake grenades took down entire buildings made of concrete and steel.


Dani forced her feet in the direction of the raid. She had a better chance of escaping MPs than she did the Wardens. Brigands continued to scatter as she moved toward the raid’s chaos. They shouted at her to turn around, but she ignored their warnings. A few laughed at her when she told them of the Wardens’ arrival. A Warden attack on the remnants of Portland sounded absurd, even as her own words reached her ears, but she’d seen their helos landing by the river with her own eyes.


She skidded to a stop upon reaching an abandoned house—small in comparison to the others she’d passed, and farther away from the bulk of the other structures in the city. She hoped the Wardens wouldn’t bother with such a small building.


She moved along the side of the building to the rear. The back door was open, and she paused to listen for any movement inside. She moved up the steps into the three-story home, creeping and praying the boards wouldn’t groan or break beneath her boots.


She wanted to reach the top floor, get the best view of the area. She crept through the house to the second level and stopped when she caught a slight movement in the hall in front of her. She pulled her knife from her belt, her heart racing.


A man with a knife sprang from behind a closet door in the hallway, and Dani backed up, playing it safe but ready to engage the Brigand.


A woman’s voice halted the man’s attack. “Stop! She’s a Brigand.”


Dani peeked beyond the man’s form. The woman who had called her out of the sun earlier was crouched on the floor behind the closet door. Dani took a deep breath to ease the side effects of the adrenaline coursing through her body. She sheathed her knife and waited for the man to lower his. “Found your brothers?”


“The MPs caught my other one,” the woman said.


“I’m sorry.” Dani hoped Miles wasn’t the one who had broken up this woman’s family. “Wardens landed north of the river and are moving through C Block.”


“Wardens?” the man asked. “You led them here?”


“They didn’t see me, or I’d already be caught.”


“Caught?” the woman said. “Wardens only capture Echoes. Are you one of them?”


Dani tightened her jaw, annoyed by the slip. “Dead. Captured. Does it matter? I’m going up to have a look at the area. Find a better place to hide than a closet.” She walked away without waiting for a response.


She arrived at the top floor and found a window overlooking the front of the house. Though she recognized the street by the other rows of rotting homes, her mind refused to focus. She’d practically confessed that she was an Echo. At least she hadn’t told them she shared her bed with an MP who was part of the raid that had taken their brother.


She passed her hand through her hair and pinched her eyes closed. “Pull it together, girl,” she said with a whisper. She took another deep breath and opened her eyes in time to see a Warden, plasma pistol drawn, approaching the front door. Shit.


She didn’t have many options for hiding inside the house, and she’d make too much noise trying to find loose floorboards to crawl beneath. The stairs down to reach the back door would take her through the front of the house. Dani moved through the rooms and found the window she needed. She eased the window up, wincing when it creaked with the movement. A tree next to the house waited for her. She slid one leg through the window and almost had her second leg through when the Warden fired his plasma pistol inside the house. Brigand men shouted as they charged the enemy, but their attack ended the instant the Warden fired more rounds.


Glass shattered as a Brigand dove out a window on the first floor and tumbled to the ground. Before the young woman could stand, the Warden shot her from inside the house. Dani flinched at the sight and almost lost her grip; she scrambled to cling to the window frame. If she fell, assuming she survived the fall, the Warden would shoot her.


She needed a better plan. Her mind shuffled through scenarios, and her thoughts stopped when the woman from the closet screamed. Dani heard her voice float up from the lower floor.


“We’re Echoes,” she said. “I swear.”


“Let’s see if you’re telling the truth,” the Warden said. His weapon fired, and the woman cried out.


Dani assumed the Warden had shot the brother, since the woman continued to sob. She glanced back at the tree, still waiting for her attempted leap. With a curse, she pulled her body back into the house. She soundlessly moved through the third level of the house and tiptoed down the stairs. She planned to continue down and slip out while the Warden was busy with the other woman.


Sneaking past the Warden wasn’t going to be possible. He stood between Dani and her exit, but at least his back was turned toward her. A bluish light glowed from the body of the man on the floor in the hall. His sister knelt beside him. Dani picked up a length of wood from the broken stair railing, considering her options.


“He’s an Echo, and a young regen at that. He’ll make a fine reconditioning candidate. What about you?” The Warden aimed his weapon at the woman.


She glanced past him to Dani, who was now approaching him from behind, and the Warden turned.


Dani swung the piece of half-rotted wood, splintering it across the side of the Warden’s head. He stumbled back, and she smashed what was left of the rail across his wrist, dislodging the plasma pistol. She hit him in the head again on the upswing. The Warden crumpled to the floor.


Dani groaned and cradled her burned, throbbing hand as she released the piece of wood.


“Thank you! Thank you,” the woman said, sobbing with relief. She remained kneeling by her unconscious brother, now a boy no older than fifteen in oversized clothing.


Dani tried to ignore the pain in her hand. She reached for the Warden’s plasma pistol and left her hand suspended an inch above it. Jace’s words about her dying with a pistol in her hand made her stop. She pushed the weapon along the floor to the woman. “Take that,” she said, already pawing through the Warden’s gear. She noticed the name on his uniform.


Blood matted his dark hair from her first strike and swelling formed on his cheek from her second swing. Dani stole his knife, food, and water before taking the communication device from his jacket. She considered killing him. She and every other Brigand would be safer with one less Warden. But she wasn’t a murderer.


The woman picked up the weapon and stared at it. “I don’t know how to use this thing.”


“It’s not for you to shoot. Use it to trade with an MP in exchange for safe passage through their lines. Here.” Dani shoved the food and water into the woman’s pockets.


The boy’s body shivered, a common result after an Echo reset to a younger age. Dani removed her jacket and wrapped him in it. She pulled his upper body upright, and his eyes fluttered open.


“Take him and go. Your other brother is likely still alive if he’s with the MPs. It’s the best you’re going to get out of this shitty day.”


The woman nodded.


Dani shifted to leave, and the woman grabbed her arm. “What’s your name?”


“Dani.”


“Thank you, Dani. I’m Rebecca. We won’t forget this.”


If I die, I will, Dani thought, but all she said was, “Good luck.” She stood and, raising her voice, said, “Any other Brigands in this house, leave now while the Warden is out. When he wakes up, he’s gonna be pissed.”


She was amazed by the volume of scuffling sounds. Three Brigands scurried down the stairs from the third level and two more crawled from beneath floorboards on the second level to leave the house. The woman lifted her young brother to his feet, and Dani led the way out. Once outside, they parted ways. The woman’s chances of getting her barely walking brother out of C Block safely were slim, but with that plasma gun, they at least had a chance.
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