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    Connection. The watch came alive. Maira couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief. Not everyone could have done this. She had access to elements of the Network again. 


    A query scrolled onto the tablet screen: Authenticate Identity.


    Maira held the watch up to her mouth. She was careful just to whisper: “Agent Maira Kanhai.”


    Processing, it said. Identity Verified.


    The orange light went out. Maira froze. When the watch came back on, the glow had changed. Ruby red light washed across her face. There was no mistaking what it meant, but the text scrolled on anyway.


    Agent Maira Kanhai, the tablet reported with a machine’s lack of mercy. Status: Rogue.


    It was too much. She was on her own, and she had no one to blame but herself.
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    Chapter 1


    July 17


    Maira Kanhai ran for her life.


    The slap of her sneakers against the street seemed absurdly loud in the quiet night. She swerved and cut across a lawn. It had long since gone to weed. Her breath rasped in her chest. Each intake burned like fire. The dark silhouette of a fence rose ahead. She vaulted it without thinking.


    Halfway over, her abdomen blared agony. The pain hit like a bolt of lightning. Maira’s whole body seized up. She hit the ground on the other side in a heap. The world went white. She wheezed brokenly, fingers digging into tall grass and dirt. Only sheer force of will kept her from screaming in pain.


    Get up, Maira, she told herself. Get up and move or die.


    She put a shaking hand to her midsection. It came away dry. No red in the moonlight. Her gunshot wounds, only tenuously healed, had not torn open again. Small favors. Maira wiped snot from her face and forced herself up to her hands and knees. From there it was a wobbling lunge back to her feet.


    She spotted a house close by. Maira limped over to it and rested her hand against the siding as she kept walking. She glanced over her shoulder. The smoke column from where the aircraft had come down was still visible, a darker black against the night sky. It blotted out stars as it rose. She felt like she’d been running forever, but the crash site was still so close.


    She paused in the shadow of the house to try to catch her breath. She strained to hear anything nearby. There were only crickets. No sign of her pursuer. That was less comforting than it might have been. Maira hadn’t seen it coming before the first attack either. That image was going to stay with her: the bulky shape looming out of the darkness, ax in hand. There was no humanity there. The mask saw to that.


    Maira needed shelter, a chance to recover and make a plan. She was in no condition for a sustained chase. She slipped around to the front of the house as quietly as she could. A larger building sat across the dusty street. “Street” was actually a bit aspirational for this one. It was unpaved, and the collapse of civilization had not been kind to it. It was more of a rut through tall grass these days.


    She paused at the front of the house and tried the door. Locked. There was no rusted remnant of a car in the driveway. Maira wondered what had happened to the people who lived here. Had they fled, seeking safety somewhere over the horizon? Had they found it? She shook her head to dash away the thoughts. She would never know, and right now it didn’t matter.


    A rock through a window would get her inside. It would also bring her pursuer hot on her trail. Despite the fact that she was a trained Division agent, she was up against odds she’d never faced before. She had confronted threats in the past two years that had terrified her at the time, but had always overcome them with quick thinking and capable allies. This time felt different. Regretfully, she turned away from the house. She crossed the old dirt road, low and fast. There was a letterboard out in front of the larger structure. MARYNEAL CHURCH OF CHRIST, the permanent text read. Below that were words missing letters, like a gap-toothed smile.


    MA G D AVE ME CY ON U ALL


    Maira touched gentle fingertips to the words as she walked past. During the horrors of the Green Poison pandemic, they had been on the lips of billions. She had been raised in a different faith entirely, and she didn’t know what she believed anymore. She knew the heartfelt desperation behind that silent cry, though. Different words, perhaps, but always the same terror and sorrow.


    Maira paused at the double doors leading into the buildi­ng and glanced over her shoulder again. A slight breeze rustled the grasses. That was all there was, she told herself. No cold eyes watching her. The skin between her shoulder blades itched in anticipation of a sniper’s bullet. These doors gave way at a push, with only a squeak of unhappy hinges. She glanced back one last time and hurried inside.


    It was dark within, the air stale and hot. What little light eked in through the stained-glass windows picked out the silhouette of pews. The rows marched up to the front of the church and the podium there, a door on either side leading into the back of the building. Dust lay in heavy layers on every surface. Maira pulled a bandana from her backpack and tied it over her nose and mouth. A cough at the wrong time was the last thing she needed.


    A skeleton lay sideways in the front pew, arms still wrapped about itself. It was surrounded by the stains of decay’s byproducts, marking the wood and floor alike. Such sights were commonplace. There had been no one to clean up the “mess” the plague had created. Victims rotted where they fell. The small favor was that now it had been so long the most distressing sights and smells were in the past.


    Maira walked past the remains to the door on the left. It was locked, the knob rattling in her hand. She bit back a curse and hurried to try its counterpart on the right. That one turned, and she pushed the door open. Beyond lay pitch black. There were no windows in the room to let in even the pale light of the moon.


    “ISAC–” Maira started.


    She snorted at herself. ISAC wasn’t there. She hadn’t been connected to the SHD Network for months now. Exhaustion was making her fall back on old habits. There was no supertech at her disposal right now. She was going to have to solve this herself, with the limited resources that she had at hand.


    First things first. She glanced at the stained-glass windows again. Striking up any kind of light in here was going to be a dead giveaway for those trying to find her. She had to find someplace safe to hide fast. Her body was battered to the brink, and adrenaline had carried her this far but would soon give out. Reluctantly, she stepped blindly through the doorway into the darkness beyond. She shut the door behind her, plunging herself into absolute darkness.


    Maira took a few seconds to acclimate. There’s nothing dangerous here, she told herself. You’re fine. You’re going to be OK. Her breathing slowed, steadied. She made a mental list of the items that she had with her. It wasn’t much. This wasn’t exactly an adventure she had planned and prepared for.


    Her handheld. Had she left it behind or – no. It was there in her pocket, a solid weight. She pulled it out carefully. Dropping it and losing it in the darkness would be a) disastrous and b) entirely within her idiom. Better to just stay calm and move smoothly. Once it was in her hand, she thumbed the power switch.


    The screen lit up. It was still set to the game she’d been playing the day before. The intro music, a cheerful jingle, started up. Maira’s heart lurched into her throat. Fumblingly, she turned the sound down as fast as she could. Silence reigned again. She froze, listening intently. Nothing. There was nothing. No one had heard that. It was OK.


    Maira turned the glowing screen to the room she was in. Metal and white linoleum. It took her a few seconds to parse what she was seeing in the minimal light. This was a kitchen. The only windows had been boarded over. She could imagine the kind of functions it had once hosted. Bake sales, weddings, all those little country church functions. There was another door to the back of the room. To judge by the glint at the bottom, it led directly outside.


    She walked over and made sure it was locked, then sat down with her back against the kitchen counter. She set the handheld down beside her so that the light shone upward. Weariness surged up in her, all-encompassing. All Maira wanted to do was stretch out on the cold tile and let sleep claim her. She shoved it away by force of will. There was one more thing she had to do before she could rest.


    Maira pulled the watch out of her vest pocket. It was broken, to all appearances. A crack ran up the face, and blood stained the wristband. She had snatched it off the harness the masked killer had been wearing. It hadn’t been the only one there; there must have been half a dozen, some still glowing in shades of red and orange. Some kind of sick trophy display.


    The watch presented a challenge. Maira didn’t have a brick or contact, of course, but the watch had certain minimal onboard functions of its own. She had a multitool with her. That was just who she was. Maira never went anywhere without something of the sort. She had her thumb drive – it was on the necklace she wore, same as always. Crucially, she also had her tablet in her backpack. The question was, would all of that be enough?


    Maira set to work. Prying open a top secret government-issue watch was daunting for some people, but she had been born with the urge to fidget. During her time with the Division, she had taken the time to familiarize herself with the inner workings of their gear in a way that few agents bothered with. Luckily, it wasn’t really destroyed. These things had been made to survive a lot. Parts had come loose inside, but they just needed to be reconnected properly.


    It came back to life with a gleam of orange light. Dull – it wasn’t properly connecting to the Network – but it was there. It was enough. She stuck her tongue out in concentration as she interfaced the watch with the tablet. It wasn’t a perfect replacement, but with just the right amount of know-how it could substitute for a brick. And as close as they were to the Core, there should be…


    Connection. The dull light brightened. The watch came alive. Maira couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief. She took a moment to pat herself on the back. Not everyone could have done this. She had access to elements of the Network again. It was a big step up from a few minutes ago.


    A query scrolled onto the tablet screen: Authenticate Identity.


    Maira held the watch up to her mouth. She was careful just to whisper: “Agent Maira Kanhai.”


    Processing, it said.


    Identity Verified.


    The orange light went out. Maira froze. When the watch came back on, the glow had changed. Ruby red light washed across her face. There was no mistaking what it meant, but the text scrolled on anyway.


    Agent Maira Kanhai, the tablet reported with a machine’s lack of mercy. Status: Rogue.


    It was too much. It was exactly what she had feared. Maira pressed a hand to her mouth to stifle the sound of an unwilling sob. There really was no one else to turn to. She was on her own, and she had no one to blame but herself.


    She lowered her forehead to rest against her knees and struggled not to cry in the ruddy light of the cracked watch.


  




  

    Chapter 2


    August 2


    Agent Brenda Wells crouched in the lee of a burned-out building. This was the tiny unincorporated town that lay nearest the Core. The Kansas sun burned hot overhead, and the summer heat had her sweating like crazy. She cradled her Honey Badger in one arm while she pulled out her canteen with the other hand and took a long swig of water. She indulged herself by drizzling a few drops onto her face before returning the container to its cradle.


    “I see them,” Agent Miller said over the comms. He was up on top of one of the other buildings nearby, acting as their spotter.


    “How far out?” Brenda asked.


    “Maybe two klicks. They’re coming in fast,” Miller observed.


    “Is it what we expected?” Brenda asked.


    There was a pause. “More. I’m counting three upgunned semis and five technicals.”


    “Well, that’s great,” Brenda said wearily. “They got reinforcements.”


    “Change of plans?” asked Teresa from across the road.


    Brenda wiped sweat from her face and debated internally. She had six agents. For the Division, that was a tremendous presence. Three cells had contributed members to this action. For that very reason, however, they were a resource to be shepherded. The Division had already taken too many losses over the past few years. They were being bled dry, and she couldn’t afford to waste any lives today.


    They could fall back. In theory, the emplaced defenses closer to the Core would provide much-needed support and shelter. Unfortunately, those same defenses were still being repaired from a similar attack the week before. If they let the enemy get that far, the fortifications might suffer damage that they couldn’t fix.


    Then there would be nothing to stop the next group to decide to come and kill or be killed in a Kansas corn­field.


    Brenda ran through all of this in a matter of seconds. Her jaw ached from clenched tension. “We stick to the original plan. Just make sure you all bring your A game for this. This is not the time for dumb antics or being heroes. We hit them hard and fast, and we go home. Got it?”


    A chorus of assent came back on the comms. Brenda checked the load on her Honey Badger one last time. The magazine was seated firmly, one round in the chamber. She glanced down at her feet. One ended in a combat boot, the other a sprinting blade. Her left leg was a prosthetic from the knee down. If people knew she checked that her shoes were tied and her leg was still attached before every firefight, they’d probably think she was silly. One time she’d watched a man run right out of his untied shoes, trip, and get shot three times before he could get back up. So now she always made sure, just in case.


    “Fifteen seconds out,” Miller said.


    “ISAC, silent count it out for me,” Brenda said.


    A fifteen second timer helpfully popped up in the corner of her vision and began to tick down. Brenda fished a cell phone out of her pocket. It was the very definition of “nothing fancy” – in fact, it was a flip phone. For today, however, she didn’t need fancy. She flipped it open. There was a single number programmed in.


    Brenda could hear the roar of the oncoming trucks now. Sticking her head out would be a great way to ruin the ambush, but she didn’t need to. It was easy to picture them. The weaponized semitrucks of the Roamers were twenty tons of steel and rubber, covered in jury-rigged armor and guns. As the would-be trucker warlords of the northern routes, these vehicles were their signature equipment. They had a way of staying in your memory. She focused on breathing calmly, steadily.


    The countdown hit zero. Brenda hit the call button.


    The rippling thunderclaps of sequential high explosive detonations washed over the area. Hard on its heels came clouds of dust flooding down the street. Brenda’s call had set off bombs planted all along the sides of the road the Roamers were coming down. No fancy SHD tech this time – that was becoming increasingly scarce, too precious to waste when plastique and a pipe full of nails would do the trick.


    Brenda pulled her mask up over her mouth and nose. “Move! Hit them now!” she barked into the comms.


    Brenda came around the corner with her rifle held ready. The blasts had turned the world into a gray nightmare of swirling grit and burning vehicles. Chunks of the walls all around had been gouged by the payload of the pipe bombs. A flaming semi careened off the road and smashed into a ruined building. Blood painted the inside of the perforated cabin.


    The door came open, and a man staggered out clutching a pistol. Brenda put a controlled burst of three rounds into his chest before his feet touched the ground. He flopped to the ground in a boneless heap. A flash of orange at the corner of her eye – ISAC warning her of another figure stumbling through the murk. She cut him down with a sweep of fire. He fell, screaming. A quick blast to the head silenced him.


    To their foes, the world must have gone insane in an instant. A wave of hot iron had shredded them from both sides, tearing flesh and peeling metal. Within seconds more of them were dead to a barrage of precise gunfire. In the gray fog and chaos, how could they even start to fight back? They couldn’t even see the Division agents to try to return fire.


    It was the product of layered advantages. An ambush allowed the agents to choose and shape their battlefield. Overhead, Miller watched with a sniper rifle and an infrared camera. It picked out the warm bodies of the Roamer gunmen from the chaos. That information was fed into ISAC, and ISAC triangulated each target and fed telemetry to every other agent involved in the battle.


    The Roamers couldn’t see Brenda and her allies. It didn’t matter if Brenda couldn’t see them either – ISAC told her exactly where to shoot, carving humanoid shapes from the fog with glowing orange pixels. The Roamers were firing in a panic now, shooting in all directions blindly. Brenda ducked into the shadow of a shattered truck for cover.


    “Threat detected,” ISAC commented in his monotone way. “Hostile vehicular mounted weapon.”


    There was a .50 machine gun mounted on the back of one of the technicals. One of the Roamers climbed up behind it. They swung it into action, screaming in terror and rage. The rolling thunder of the weapon pounded the air. Blind-fired rounds hissed through the murk like angry hornets. One of the gunman’s allies was in the wrong place at the wrong time. She came apart in a spray of blood, chewed to pieces by friendly fire. The gunner didn’t even notice, continuing to sweep the battlefield with death.


    “Agent down,” ISAC said. “Immediate medical assistance needed.”


    Brenda cursed sharply. She pulled a grenade from her harness and eyeballed the distance to the .50 with a practiced glance. The pin came loose with a flick of her thumb, and she stood up and lobbed the device in a single motion. In a blink she was back down again with her back to the cover, coiled tight. The grenade sailed in a lazy arc and slapped the Roamer in the chest. He had the presence of mind to look down and freeze.


    The bed of the technical dissolved into a fireball, and both gun and gunner ceased to exist. Silence settled over the battlefield. Her ears were still ringing. She shook her head with a frown. She was going to be deaf by fifty at this rate. Brenda came to her feet unsteadily, her rifle still tucked into her shoulder. There was nothing. All remaining hostiles had been eliminated.


    ISAC marked the fallen agent on her vision. She jogged in that direction, her breathing loud in the confines of the mask. The blade of her prosthetic clicked against the ground as she went. Two of the others had reached him by the time she got there. It was Lloyd. One of those blind .50 rounds had caught him right in the midsection. It had blown through his body armor like it wasn’t there. He was lying in a spreading pool of his own blood.


    Teresa was desperately trying to bandage the front wound, while Constantin had his hands clamped to the exit. Blood pulsed between his fingers despite the pressure. Brenda dropped to her knees next to Lloyd. He reached out and caught her hand. His grip was wet with his own blood. Brenda held tight anyway.


    Teresa was on the comms. “We need medevac now, we have an agent down!”


    Lloyd was trying to say something. It was coming out choked with blood, spattering the inside of his mask. Brenda pulled it away with a free hand, wiped his lips. It didn’t do any good, just smeared the gore across his skin. She leaned in closer, trying to make out what he was saying. His hand tightened on hers, his nails digging into the skin on the back of her hand.


    “I’ve got you, Lloyd. Hold on. You’re OK, you’re–” Brenda said.


    The grip relaxed.


    “Agent vital signs zero,” ISAC said. “Agent deceased.”


    •••


    Brenda scrubbed her hands furiously. Red sluiced down the sink drain. It came away in flaky layers. Steam rose in billowing clouds. She had turned it hot – that was the only way to really get blood off in her experience. Maybe it was too hot. The heat felt like it was cooking her hands. She pulled them from the stream of water and gripped the sides of the sink. The mirror in front of her had fogged up. It turned her face to a misty silhouette.


    They had brought Lloyd’s body back to the Core. He’d be buried at some point.


    “Small favors,” she said to her obscured reflection. “There’s no next of kin to have to write a letter to. Thanks, Green Poison.”


    Her voice seemed loud in the confines of the bathroom. For a moment, she wondered if anyone could have heard her. Brenda couldn’t really bring herself to care. It might not have been the most appropriate sentiment, but who was really going to take her to task for that? Dark humor was a painfully common coping mechanism here at civilization’s wake.


    One agent’s life in exchange for the complete destruction of a hostile convoy. It was a victory by any measure. A stinging rebuke of the Roamers for thinking they could take down the Kansas Core on their own. It was nice to imagine that it would stop there. It wouldn’t.


    For one thing, the Roamers weren’t the only ones who had tried. The Division had no shortage of enemies. Militias, raiders, and petty warlords from sea to shining sea wanted to see them brought down. Stripped of their advantage of secrecy by the actions of the rogue agent Rowan O’Shea, those foes finally had a clear target. They seemed eager to line up for their shot at making the Division bleed.


    And they were bleeding. Weapons, technology, and warm bodies to use both. The Division was a lot of things, but it had never been intended as an army. It had never been meant to fight a sustained war. The various hostile factions arrayed against them might have wanted the dramatic victory of wresting the Core away from its protectors, but the attrition was what was really hurting them.


    Sooner or later, something was going to have to give.


    “Communication request received,” ISAC said in her ear.


    Brenda raised an eyebrow. That was unusual. If any of the local agents had wanted to talk to her, she would have expected them to come and find her face-to-face. She shut off the water in the sink, absently surprised she had let it run while her thoughts got away from her. That was wasteful. Clean water was a resource more precious than most.


    “Patch it through, ISAC,” Brenda said.


    “Brenda! Can you hear me?”


    The voice was a woman’s, marred by some static. That wasn’t surprising. Infrastructure across the country continued to decay via neglect, and communications was no exception. It took Brenda a few seconds to place it. When she did, a genuine smile touched her lips.


    “Agent Heather Ward, as I live and breathe. I’m reading you loud and clear. It’s good to hear from you.”


    “Likewise!” The other woman sounded relieved. “Word is you’ve been hard pressed at the Kansas Core lately.”


    Brenda’s smile died. “It hasn’t been a cakewalk, I’ll tell you that much. I don’t suppose you want to come and help out? Or maybe take over completely? You know if the Cores fall, that’s the end of all that fancy SHD tech we all love to use, right?”


    “I wish I could,” Heather said. There was a pause. “No, that was a lie. I don’t want anything to do with that mess. But I do wish I could help you. I’m afraid that’s not why I’m contacting you though.”


    “I’m going to guess this isn’t a social call either,” Brenda said wryly. “Where are you at these days? What’s the situation?”


    “In all honesty? Not that different from yours. I’m down at the Core in Texas. Did you hear about the attack we suffered two weeks ago?”


    Brenda frowned. “I did. I’d hoped the other two Cores would be able to preserve their own secrecy for longer, but I guess that was foolish. Too many rogues, too many leaks. I don’t know how I can help, though. We’re stretched thin.”


    Heather didn’t respond. There were a few seconds of uncomfortable silence.


    “You didn’t call me for help either, did you?” Brenda said.


    “No,” Heather admitted. “Look, Brenda. I have some information for you. You’re not going to like it.”


    Brenda narrowed her eyes. “Information about what?” The silence stretched even longer this time. “Spit it out, Heather. I recruited you. I know your background. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten how to communicate now.”


    Heather gave a mirthless laugh. “No. This just isn’t easy. I want you to understand, I only went along with not telling you in the first place because I thought it was what was best for you.”


    Brenda did not bother to hide the chill creeping into her voice. “I’ve always considered myself the best judge of what is good for me.”


    “You’re probably right,” Heather said regretfully. “And regardless, the situation has spun out of control. You need to be in the loop. That’s why I’m talking to you here and now.”


    “So tell me, then.”


    “All right.” Heather took a deep breath. “It’s about Maira Kanhai.”


    Autumn. Alexandria, VA


    Brenda pulled up to the house at the end of the street. She checked the address. Yes, this was the right place. She got out and removed her sunglasses, tucking them into her shirt pocket. Some of the recruiters liked to wear full suits when they were out in the world, claiming it put forward a professional air, but Brenda found that tactic stifling. The people they were after were nonconformists by nature, so why would they be impressed by a three piece? She satisfied the bare minimum of professionalism with a blouse and some elegant khakis.


    The house was nice. Middle class cozy. The kind of place for people who were comfortable but not rich. Brenda preferred this kind of life anyway. McMansions were garish to her eyes. A nice little place, tucked away from prying eyes. That was where it was at.


    A minivan was parked in the driveway, a nice silver color, recently washed. It wasn’t new but it wasn’t rundown either. Walking on by it, she briefly took a look inside and saw a booster seat in the back. It wasn’t hard to put the facts together with the tricycle in the yard: these people had a kid. Brenda tucked that knowledge away. Sometimes it helped the pitch, sometimes it hurt it. It depended on a dozen other factors, really.


    She took the stairs in three bounds and knocked on the front door, a quick rapping of knuckles. The mat out front said “Beware of Guard Cat.” Brenda smiled and made sure to wipe her feet.


    The door opened to reveal a woman in her early thirties. She had her red hair plaited into a thick braid, and brilliant green eyes. She wore overalls and a green short-sleeved shirt. She was short, easily a head shorter than Brenda herself, but Brenda could see the cords of muscle on her arms. This was not someone who simply “stayed fit.” This was someone who maintained peak physical condition as a carefully cultivated habit.


    “Can I help you?” the woman asked brightly.


    “I hope so,” Brenda said with her best winning grin. “I’m Brenda Wells. We spoke on the phone?”


    The woman cuffed herself on the forehead. “Of course! Ms Wells! I’m so sorry, I’m on kid-wrangling duty today, so my brain is scrambled like an egg.”


    “No problem at all. I could come back another day if you like?”


    “No, no, that won’t be necessary at all! Please, come in.”


    Brenda followed the woman into her house. The insides lined up perfectly with the exterior. Nice furniture, but not fancy. Not new, but well-kept. Some pieces that looked like antiques, no doubt passed down from other family members. This family took time to take care of their belongings, either from financial necessity or from intentional practice.


    “That’s a lovely clock,” Brenda said, motioning to a grandfather piece that sat at the end of the hallway.


    “Oh, thank you! I restored it myself,” the woman said. “Someone sold it for so cheap at a yard sale, and it was in bad shape, but it’s amazing what you can do with a little hands-on time.”


    Handy, Brenda noted mentally. That was good.


    The woman led her into the living room. She sat down on the couch and motioned Brenda to a recliner across from her.


    “Can I get you something to drink?”


    “Oh, no,” Brenda said. “That won’t be necessary. Thank you, though.”


    “No problem. If you change your mind, just let me know.” The red-haired woman smiled. “So, I’m Rowan. Rowan O’Shea. Same gal you spoke on the phone with. I suppose you already know that, though.”


    Brenda smiled. “I do, though a little confirmation never hurts. I’d actually love to run through the high notes of your background, too, if you don’t mind.”


    “Certainly,” Rowan said. “I guess you have to start with the Army. I enlisted when I was eighteen, and I did two four-year contracts.”


    “One of those you were accepted into the Green Berets, is that correct?”


    Rowan nodded with a chuckle. “You did your homework. Yes, I went to Q Course when I was twenty-one. That’s when I signed my re-enlistment to meet the time requirements.”


    “What did you think of your time with Special Operations?” asked Brenda.


    Rowan hmmed. “I can’t talk about a lot of it, of course…”


    “Of course,” Brenda agreed, solemn.


    “But I found it rewarding in the sense that it was incredibly challenging. It forced me to grow and learn. All the same, it wasn’t where I wanted to spend the rest of my life. I exited the service after that, and I went to school. Well, I had started taking classes while I was in the service, but I resolved to pursue a doctorate.”


    “And completed that by the age of thirty-two? That’s quite the accomplishment.”


    Rowan smiled. “That’s correct. I graduated just last year. I was very proud of that.”


    “As you should be,” Brenda said. “A degree in epidemiology, from the prestigious John Hopkins University, no less. You’ve led an accomplished life, Ms O’Shea.”


    “Rowan, please.” She shrugged and sat back a bit. “I’m not given to false modesty. I am pleased with what I’ve done with my time. But I see it as the beginning, not the end.”


    “Mama!” a young voice called.


    “In here, honey! I’m meeting with someone,” Rowan called.


    A little girl, probably around five if Brenda was any gauge, came running in. She saw Brenda and immediately attached herself to her mother’s leg with a bashful look.


    “This is Anara,” Rowan said. The love in her voice was clear as she caressed her daughter’s head. “Can you say hello to Ms Wells?”


    “Hello,” mumbled the kid.


    Brenda grinned. “Nice to meet you, Anara.”


    “All right, honey, go to your room and play for a bit, OK? We’ll have lunch after,” Rowan said.


    The child toddled off, pausing briefly for another glance at Brenda before disappearing into another room.


    Rowan raised her eyes back to Brenda’s. “So, you’re here to sell me on signing up all over again, right?”


    Brenda laughed. “Something like that. I’m not here to get you back into the service, if that’s what you assumed.”


    “Well, that’s some comfort,” Rowan said dryly. “But I’m not eager to leave my family for any opportunity, so you may end up disappointed, regardless.”


    “That’s the beauty of the offer, Rowan,” Brenda said. “The group I represent aren’t deploying to the other side of the world for months at a time. In fact, if you leave home at all, at most it will be for a week or so to pursue a training opportunity. And even then, that will be at your discretion.”


    “Training at my discretion?” asked Rowan with a raised eyebrow.


    “We have the luxury of recruiting the best. You already come with an impressive skillset. I’m not going to waste your time demanding you gild the lily.”


    “OK, so I can train only when I want, and I won’t be going to the other side of the world for months at a time. So what do I have to do?” asked Rowan, the skepticism clear in her voice.


    “Odds are? Nothing. This group will only be activated under the most extreme circumstances. The most likely outcome is you will spend your whole life doing whatever you see fit, and never be called upon at all.”


    “Interesting,” Rowan mused. “What are the criteria for being activated?”


    “Nothing less than a threat to life as we know it,” Brenda said. “We are a group dedicated to the preservation of society in the face of the unthinkable.”


    Rowan tilted her head. “That sounds like it would be a bad time to be called away for work.” She looked toward the hallway where her daughter had gone.


    “I suppose that’s one way to look at it,” Brenda allowed. “The other is, if it really comes down to it? If the call really does go out? Then that’s a threat that no one will be able to ignore. Do you really want to leave it up to other people to deal with that kind of danger, or do you want to be out there, saving the day and making sure the problem never reaches your family in the first place?”


    “Hm,” Rowan said thoughtfully. She pulled at her lip a few times with her free hand. “That’s a very interesting pitch. And this all does sound… challenging. What is this organization of yours called, Brenda?”


    Brenda smiled. “Most of the time, we just call it the Division.”


    •••


    Brenda stormed into the command center at the bottom level of the Kansas Core. The air was always uncomfortably warm down here, the product of too many computers in a space that wasn’t ventilated quite well enough. Screens shone all around her, manned by the technicians doing their best to keep the information technology underpinning the Division up and running. Heads turned in her direction as she entered. She wasn’t surprised. She knew she was carrying a storm cloud as she went.


    “Can we help you, Agent Wells?” one of the technicians asked uneasily. It was the senior analyst on post. He was known for a comfortingly monotone voice, a relief to hear on the radio in high stakes situations.


    “I want a communications link established with Agent Thaddeus Greene. Immediately. Highest priority.”


    The technician blinked. “That could be difficult to do. A number of agents operate outside of easy comms reach these days. It’s a matter of–”


    “He’s near the Texas Core. It should be doable,” Brenda cut off the explanation sharply.


    The technician cleared his throat. “Ah. Well. Yes, that could help. It may still take some time. If you’d like, I could send you–”


    “I’ll wait,” Brenda said tightly.


    This room was not a place of happy memories. This was where the final confrontation with Rowan O’Shea had taken place. It had come down to just Brenda and Maira against the rogue agent, with the security of the whole Division on the line. That showdown had cost Brenda the lower half of her left leg, but Maira had seen the matter through and earned her watch that day.


    News of Maira’s death down in Texas had hit Brenda hard. She had been fond of the younger woman. Brenda had never taken the time to make a family of her own. In some ways, connections with people like Maira had made up for that. She had been Brenda’s trial run in a way to save the Division in the long term, to recruit outsiders into their ranks and keep the good fight going. But by the end, Maira had meant more to her than that. She had been family.


    To find out now she had not been dead after all had not put a smile on Brenda’s face. Primarily because she was finding out two weeks too late.


    “Ah, Agent Wells?” asked the technician.


    “Yes?”


    “We have Agent Greene, as you requested.”


    “Very well,” Brenda said. “Patch him through to me.”


    “This is Agent Greene,” came a steady bass voice.


    “How dare you, you son of a bitch?” Brenda demanded.


    Silence hung. Technicians did their best to look anywhere except in Brenda’s direction.


    “Ah. Agent Brenda Wells. I take it that someone couldn’t keep their mouth shut.”


    “You had no right to ask them to,” Brenda retorted sharply. “I should have been alerted the moment that you realized Maira was present during the attack.”


    “Why?”


    The question came simple and cold. Brenda narrowed her eyes. She was not a person given to explosions of temper, but she could feel the heat of anger with every pounding beat of her heart. She reached up and touched her temple, then took a deep breath. Calm. Controlled. She controlled her emotions, they did not control her.


    “Because I trained her. I brought her into the Division. For God’s sake, Greene, I thought she was dead. Obviously, her status is of concern to me,” Brenda said.


    “Yes, we all knew it would ‘concern’ you. What I want to know is, what would bringing this to you have accomplished?”


    Brenda frowned. “Perhaps if I had been able to speak to her–”


    “No one spoke to her,” Greene interrupted. “At least, no one left alive. Maira was present for an assault on a Division Core. I want to be clear – she was on the wrong side and may have played a role in sabotaging its defenses.”


    “If she really has turned on the Division, then someone needs to bring her in,” Brenda said.


    “Two agents made contact with Maira following the assault being repulsed. Neither survived the encounter,” Greene said flatly.


    “You’re suggesting Maira killed them?” Brenda asked disbelievingly.


    “Is that so hard to imagine? She’s fully capable of taking lives, is she not?” Greene asked.


    “There are no pacifists in the Division,” Brenda retorted sharply. “That doesn’t make her a murderer or a traitor.”


    “No. But it is a familiar pattern, isn’t it, Agent Wells? One of your prized pupils going rogue, cutting down the agents sent to bring them in, disappearing off the radar. It’s not the first time we’ve seen that, is it?”


    Some ungodly mixture of shame and anger burned Brenda’s cheeks. “Maira is not Rowan. The situation is not the same.”


    “She hasn’t come back in from the cold, has she? She could turn herself in at any time, and we could sort all of this out. Instead, she has gone fully on the run.”


    Not everyone who runs is guilty, Brenda wanted to say. Sometimes they’re just scared they won’t get a fair shake. And it was the kind of people who said “if you haven’t done anything wrong, you have nothing to be afraid of” that you had to avoid the most carefully. None of that was tactful, though. She had to try to remain diplomatic.


    “All right,” Brenda said. “So, what’s your plan to bring her in then?”


    “There isn’t one,” Greene replied dismissively. “Perhaps you have forgotten, Agent Wells, but the world is on fire. The Division has a hundred problems screaming for attention, and one rogue agent doesn’t even make the list.”


    “What?” Brenda asked.


    “Like I said, she’s gone on the run. Our tracking reports show her headed west. That means she’s not an immediate threat. That’s enough for now,” Greene said.


    “Someone has to go after her,” Brenda said.


    “Why? Because she is important to you? That’s not a good enough reason, Wells, and it’s exactly the reason we withheld the information from you. You’re too close to this matter.”


    He wasn’t wrong. That was the worst part. Brenda knew that he had a point, and she resented that tremendously. Her hands had tightened into fists. She glanced down and forced them to relax. She made herself take another deep breath.


    “If no one else can do it, or wants to do it, then I’m going after her,” Brenda said.


    “There are more important things going on, Wells. Are you going to give up defending the Kansas Core to go on a wild goose chase?”


    “That’s not up to you, Agent Greene, and I don’t owe you any answers. Division agents choose their own missions.” Brenda waited just long enough for him to start to speak again, then sharply cut him off. “That being said, you’ve under-prioritized Agent Kanhai. You realize she is one of the foremost living experts on the SHD Network?”


    There was a pause. “I’m aware of certain assessments to that effect. It was brought up in trying to decide how the Core’s defenses were sabotaged during the attack.”


    “And you consider it wise to let someone who can compromise the defenses of an entire SHD Core run free in the world? While we know two of said Cores are hostile targets?”


    Rather than answer this directly, Greene replied, “It’s wasteful for you to go. You’re a valuable asset to the Division. She’s already killed two of us, Wells.”


    “I don’t plan to go alone,” Brenda replied flatly.


    “You can’t leave the Kansas Core defenseless.”


    “I couldn’t make anyone come with me in the first place, Greene. For the same reason you can’t order me around.” Brenda crossed her arms. “Don’t worry, though. I know exactly who I need to come with me, and they’re not in Kansas.”


    “Who–”


    “Cut the link,” Brenda said to the technicians. There was a certain petty satisfaction to it, she had to admit.


    “Communications link severed,” the tech said uneasily. “Is there anything else, agent?”


    “Yeah.” Brenda favored them with her most winning smile. “I need transportation to Houston, Texas.”


  




  

    Chapter 3


    June 3


    The exercise mat under Maira smelled like a new car. It was an inane thought, but she held on to it, nonetheless. It was vastly preferable, after all, to focusing on the fact that her torso was currently a howling wellspring of pain. Sweat beaded up on her forehead and streaked down her face. She had her hands placed just above her hips, fingers against her stomach. She could feel her abdominal muscles struggling, twitching.


    “And release,” Keith said.


    Maira let the tummy tuck go with a whimper.


    “That must have been what, an hour?” she whispered hoarsely.


    “Close!” Keith said encouragingly. “Six seconds, actually.”


    Maira gave him a flat look. “Six seconds is not close to an hour, and you know it.”


    “You did ten whole reps, Maira. That’s good work no matter how you slice it. Didn’t you ever learn your Einstein? Everything is relative.”


    Her whole body shook from the effort, too. It was wild to think that little movements like this could demand so much from her. Before the mission to the Gulf Coast, Maira had been in the best physical condition of her life. A couple bullets to the abdomen had taken that away from her in the blink of an eye. It was frustrating. She knew she was lucky to be alive, but that didn’t make it easy.


    “I’m relatively exhausted, I know that much. What’s next on the agenda, Keith?” Maira asked.


    He picked up her chart. “Flex,” he corrected absently.


    Keith was the physical therapist who had been handling her recovery. Everyone around here actually called him “Flex,” but Maira couldn’t bring herself to. Certainly, he had the physique to make sense of it. The man looked like he could lift a Buick if he wanted to. He had obvious muscles Maira hadn’t even known existed before she met him. So, no question where he’d gotten the name.


    It was the insistence that people use it that was odd to her. It wasn’t just him. Everyone here insisted on going by their nickname for some reason. Different strokes for different folks, she guessed, but it just seemed silly to her. It felt a little cult-y to Maira if she was honest. Like these people had their old identities taken away from them. They were all perfectly nice to her, though. It seemed rude to make too big an issue of it.


    “All right, we’ve got ten pelvic tilts to get through before I let you go for lunch. Same thing as before, we’re going to shoot for six seconds apiece, OK? But I need you to tell me if you reach your limit…”


    •••


    Maira felt like a wrung-out washcloth by the time it was all said and done. Keith gently helped her into her wheelchair. She accepted the return to the conveyance with grim irritation. It was an inescapable part of her recovery process, but that didn’t mean she had to like it. She felt so limited. They told her she had every chance to make a full recovery, but there were times when that seemed impossible.


    “I’ll see you back here after lunch,” Keith said. “We’ll get through the rest of these exercises.”


    “I get it,” Maira noted abruptly.


    “Oh? What do you get?” Keith asked.


    “See, all this time I thought they call you Flex because you are swole with the gains of the iron,” Maira said.


    Keith tilted his head wryly. “I see. And you no longer believe that?”


    “Not a bit. I’ve realized it’s because you’re morally flexible. You’re willing to torture poor little agents who have never done you any wrong.”


    “It’s not much but it’s a living,” Keith replied dryly. “I’ll see you after lunch, Agent Kanhai.”


    Maira sighed. “Yeah, after lunch, you incorrigible monster.”


    She wheeled herself toward the door. The physical therapy area was fully equipped. Treadmills, support beams, exercise balls, the works. She had never seen anyone else using any of it, though. Their sessions were always completely solo. That was probably a blessing. Maira didn’t necessarily want an audience for her miserable huffing and puffing. It was still oddly lonely though.


    To her surprise, however, today someone was waiting in the doorway. Maira had no idea how long they’d been there. It was a woman in a white suit. It took Maira a moment to realize that she was, for lack of a better word, utterly gorgeous. Blonde hair perfectly coiffed into a bob cut. Blue-gray eyes. The kind of makeup that people mistook for no makeup, the “natural look” that was anything but. Even her outfit was immaculate, spotless, and perfectly tailored to her trim form.


    Maira, covered in cooling sweat, had never felt quite so plain in her entire life. She had the sudden urge to try to hide her burn scars. She shoved the thought away. It was silly, and worse, there was no point. Her accruing collection of scars was only becoming more impossible to hide as time went by.


    The woman smiled then, displaying perfect white teeth. “You were really putting in the hard work out there.”


    Maira flushed and shrugged. “Oh yeah, really knocking the ‘bare minimum of human movement’ out of the park.” There was something familiar about her voice, but Maira couldn’t place it.


    “Don’t sell yourself short, Agent Kanhai. I’ve seen my fair share of people get hurt. A lot of people don’t give their recovery half the effort I saw out of you today.”
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