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 I have heard
the revelation before. In fact, I’ve heard it so many times I’m
beginning to believe it. You know the old saying, “the strongest
instinct in humans is survival.” That was one of the first things I
can remember ever being told that stuck with me, attached to my
mind like a tumor. That’s the funny thing about your memories;
sometimes you can remember a sentence or an image so clearly and
yet have no idea who the hell you were with at the time.

In the old world, this statement was not as
relevant, but after the bombs dropped everything fell apart so
fast, it got relevant real quick. The EMPs had the same effect on
our infrastructure as frying oil has on ice cream. And those who
survived the initial blasts had to deal with being teleported back
to the Stone Age. Food supplies dwindled, disease spread unchecked,
and violence took the lives of most everyone else.

The rules changed overnight.

Whenever I relive the first few years in my head, I
always divide the survivors into two groups: the strong and the
weak. It was Darwinism—survival of the fittest. If you were in the
second group, you probably didn’t make it long. Even with the help
of others, the weak didn’t have a ticket to this new world.

Sometimes I forget why the nuclear missiles rained
down on the world. It’s ironic. The world was destroyed over
Biomass, the same resource that keeps the cogs and gears of the
world I live in now moving. The rest isn’t important; just another
story in a book jammed full of death and misery.

As I look back on the first few years after the
Biomass Wars, I almost find myself laughing. Never would I have
ever categorized myself in the first group. I was always mediocre
at sports, spending more time on the sidelines than on the field. I
enjoyed television way too much and often found myself living
vicariously through the characters of my favorite shows. My mom
used to tell me my cell phone was an extra appendage I had grown. I
never went anywhere without it.

I lacked the killer instinct the strongest of the
survivors had ingrained in their DNA. It was something I never had.
I still don’t know how I survived those first few years. I still
don’t know if I am glad I did. It’s kind of like biting into
something and not knowing if it is really good or really bad—one of
those things you just aren’t sure about. There are still good days
and bad days. When I wake in the morning, it’s a 50/50 shot whether
I’m glad to be alive. Pretty good odds for a card game, but not so
good if you’re playing Russian roulette.

So as you can imagine, I didn’t transition very well
to this new world. I will never forget those pesky leeches I used
to get on my legs at Boy Scout camp—the ones that just wouldn’t let
go. In the first few months and years after the bombs, I was like a
leech, not wanting to let go of the past.

No internet? How was I supposed to communicate with
all of my online friends?

No cell phones? You mean I can’t text anyone and I
have to actually talk to them in person?

I remember asking myself those questions and
concluding I should commit suicide. After all, it was becoming
pretty common. Why not jump on the suicide train? End it now. God
forbid I never get to use my iPhone again.

But I didn’t. For whatever reason, I chose to live.
To fight. To survive. Over time I transitioned into the new world
and found my spot. It’s ironic, now that I look back on my journey,
to see where I ended up.

I brush the stitching on my uniform with a quick
flick of my index finger, and a sense of pride washes over me.
Squad 19, TDU. If you don’t know what that stands for,
you’ve probably been living in a locked bomb shelter for the past
30 years. This, now that I think about it, could be possible. So
I’ll just go ahead and tell you.

TDU stands for Tisaian Democratic Union. We’re the
freedom fighters trying to piece together the broken world, one
bullet at a time. We are at war with the Council of Royal Knights,
the corrupt army of the last hub of civilization: Tisaia. The
government has become increasingly totalitarian since the steel
walls were erected around the State. It’s the irony of the new
world—now that the government has enough to provide for everyone,
they stockpile it for fear it will all disappear like it did after
the Biomass Wars.

A dip in the road shocks me back into reality. I
fall to the side against the bed of the pickup truck and grab my
gas mask, making sure the filter doesn’t come loose. The brakes
hiss as the truck slowly rolls to a stop. This isn’t good. We are
still at least an hour’s ride from camp.

I turn and stand to see the passenger door swing
open. Ajax’s massive frame steps out and pounds the hood with a
gloved fist. “It’s overheating again, man. And we have less than a
quart of coolant left. At this rate, we’re going to burn the damn
engine up before we get back to camp.”

In the distance I see a thick, dark cloud stretching
across the gray sky. It’s the type even rookie squad members can
identify—one that doesn’t take prisoners. Even behind my thick
goggles, I can tell it’s definitely a massive dust storm.

I climb across the bed of the pickup and jump over
our precious cargo attached to the side of the truck—jugs of
Biomass. My boots hit the dirt with an audible thud, sending a
mushroom cloud of dust into the air, but I’m not around for it to
soil my uniform.

“That’s not our only problem,” I
yell into my mask. My voice is muffled and the wind is picking up,
but Ajax shoots me a glance and follows my finger towards the
cloud.

“SHIT!” the veteran squad member
yells. He quickly goes to work, flipping up the hood and peering
inside. His shemagh scarf whips wildly against the exposed skin
where his gas mask should have been. Instead, a week’s worth of
facial hair fights back against the cotton garment. A few months
back he directly disobeyed my order and discarded his mask, arguing
that “a bullet is going to kill me before cancer does.” Normally, I
would have disciplined him or any other soldier for failure to obey
an order, but he had a point. I have a hard time arguing against
the truth. Besides, he’s the largest man I’ve ever known, with a
receding mop of blond hair and a set of stoic blue eyes. A typical
Anglo-Saxon from the old world, a modern day Viking. Usually, I
don’t argue with him.

I try to peer under the hood, but Ajax dwarfs me and
I have to peek around his shoulder to get a look into the engine
compartment. “We got a storm barreling down on us,” I yell over the
growing wind.

Ajax doesn’t flinch. “I can see,” he grumbles,
continuing to twist a screw off the radiator. With one final twist
of his wrench, the screw pops off and, in slow motion, clanks onto
the timing belt like a basketball off the rim and tumbles deep into
the bowels of the engine compartment.

“Mother…!” he yells, his voice
trailing off in a swirl of wind before he can finish his
sentence.

“It’s ok. I have a couple more in
the toolbox.” I reassure him with a pat on the shoulder before
racing back to the bed of the pickup.

“Nathar, what’s the ETA on that
storm?” I ask through my head mic.

Static crackles over my earpiece for a few seconds
before the young voice of our driver bleeds through. “I don’t know,
sir. Judging by our mobile radar—which, I should add, I don’t
trust…” the soldier pauses before making his best guess. “We have
about 15 minutes before things start getting dicey.”

I grab the tool box from the truck bed and stop for
a split second to watch the storm. Sure enough, it’s a nasty
one—the largest I’ve seen out in the open—and for a moment I feel
naked. A memory of an old friend finds its way into my
consciousness, his skin ripped away from the dust storm he found
himself caught in. I shudder. My squad won’t suffer the same fate.
They don’t get to die until I give them permission.

I squat and open the toolbox, rummaging through its
contents swiftly. Seconds later, I’m running back to the front of
the pickup with a rusted screw tucked away in my gloved hand.

“We need to get the radiator off
and patch this leak,” Ajax grumbles as soon as I return. A gust of
wind catches his scarf and whips it into my face, temporarily
blinding me. I brush it away and help him pull the radiator box out
from the tangled mess of wires.

From a quick glance, it’s amazing the truck even
runs. If it weren’t for the TDU’s mechanics, the truck would be
rusting away in some salvage yard. The camp’s vehicle depot is
called Frankenstein’s Garage for a reason. It’s made up of
decades-old cars and trucks, pieced together by parts salvaged in
the Wastelands and stolen from inside the walls of Tisaia. I’ve
risked my life for more than one timing belt or quart of oil in my
career.

The radiator box is jammed. I pull my .45 from my
belt and beat on the box with the metal handle. The hiss of the
wind drowns out the ringing of metal on metal. Ajax groans, the
veins in his gigantic arms popping out of his wind-burnt skin. The
box finally breaks loose with a metallic pop loud enough to be
heard over the screaming storm.

I watch Ajax pull some putty from his pocket and
carefully plug a small rust hole that is still leaking coolant. He
nods in my direction. “That should hold it.”

Together, we position the radiator box back into its
compartment, and with one last strike from the handle of my .45, it
clicks back into place. I reach into my pocket and hand Ajax the
screw before I forget. With a sigh of relief, I suck in a breath of
filtered air and turn to watch the storm while Ajax reconnects the
tubes.

The gray sky is split in half by a wall of darkness
that slowly creeps towards us. It reminds me of an oil spill, the
dark liquid engulfing everything it touches.

I ignore it and turn to Ajax, who slams the hood.
“Well?”

He shrugs. “Not sure if she will hold, but we are
out of time.”

I nod and race to the back of the pickup. “Get us
the hell out of here, Nathar,” I say into my head mic as I climb
into the rusted-out bed of the truck. The storm comes into focus
again, and I begin to regret my decision to take the single cab.
Being exposed in the back is not my idea of a good day even if we
can outrun it. But I am the squad leader, and risking my life comes
before my men risking theirs.

I tap the roof of the cab with my pistol and tumble
to the metal skin of the bed as Nathar punches the gas. A cloud of
earth explodes from under the back tires, and I reach for
something—anything—to keep me from sliding around.

In seconds, we’re speeding down the dusty remnants
of the highway, weaving in and out of the graveyard of charred
vehicles. Normally I am fascinated with the artifacts from the old
world and could stare at them all day, but I can see the inky
darkness of the storm cloud inching towards us, and my eyes dart
nervously back and forth.

“How’s the temperature gauge
looking?” I shout into the head mic.

Static fills my earpiece just as a strong gust of
wind peppers my jacket with dirt. The small fragments of poisoned
earth find their way inside the aged cotton and sting my bare
skin.

“Holding steady for now, boss,”
Ajax responds.

A flash of lightning rips across the sky and
illuminates the storm in its entirety. For a split second I see the
image of a face, but when I blink it’s gone—nothing but a figment
of my imagination. The Wastelands have a way of deceiving even the
strongest minds. I’ve seen soldiers who have killed with their bare
hands, only to be broken by a night outside the protection of the
Tisaian walls. There is nowhere to hide on the dry and poisoned
surface. No vegetation, no trees, no life at all.

My eyes dart back to the hungry storm, which is at
least a mile across and growing by the second. That’s the
magnificent thing about the storms that ravage the barren
surface—the more they consume, the larger they get. Like a whale
sucking krill down its gullet, the cloud’s hunger is unquenchable.
The horizon is gone, the gray sky now completely consumed by the
storm.

Lighting rips through the darkness again, and I can
feel the heat of the storm growing. It has to be moving at a rate
of 75 mph, much faster than the small four-cylinder engine can
carry us.

“How far are we from the camp?” I
yell into my mic again. My right hand begins to twitch, a sign I’m
beginning to get nervous. I put it in my coat pocket and sit on
it.

“Somewhere between ten miles and I
don’t freaking know!” Nathar fires back.

Great. Now we’re lost. I crawl to my knees and peek
over the cab, blinking as wind peppers my goggles with small chunks
of dirt. The wind-ravaged landscape stares back at me. It is
barren, with not a single structure in sight. I can’t even remember
what grassy fields look like, or forests. A memory of my parents’
backyard tries to creep into my mind before a pea-sized rock
smashes into the right lens of my goggles and prompts me to sit
back down.

I can see the teeth of the beast now. There are mini
cyclones tearing through the middle of the storm, eating everything
in their path. I watch a boulder get sucked into the monster and
follow it as it gets spit back into the sky. The rock sails towards
us, and in the millisecond it takes me to blink, it crashes to the
earth a hundred yards away. I hear it crash. Or at least I think I
can. Another trick from the Wastelands? It’s happening to me now;
I’m losing it.

You can’t lose it, Obi.

Leadership requires bravery. I know the lives of my
men depend on it. I slap myself in the face, momentarily forgetting
I’m wearing a gas mask. The plastic quivers but doesn’t shift, and
the life-saving breathing apparatus stays in place. Slowly, I take
in a mouth full of filtered air. Get as much as you can. Your brain
needs oxygen. Feed it.

“How’s it looking up there?” I
yell.

More static fills my head, but now it has oxygen. I
can think. The static is just an inconvenience.

“I picked up the highway again. We
should be less than a few miles from the camp,” Nathar
replies.

My eyes dart back to the storm. A flash of lightning
strikes a hundred yards away, pulverizing the earth and leaving
behind a black crater.

“PUNCH IT!” I scream.

I can feel the tires resist as the engine sucks in
more precious Biomass. This time I’m ready and hold onto the
railing of the pickup. The truck evens out, and I can feel
relatively solid ground beneath us. Nathar has indeed found the
road.

We pass another stretch of vehicles, their charred
metal skins flashing by. I watch a school bus, which is still
recognizable by a hint of yellow, get sucked into the storm. It’s
tossed like a toy and blasted into the sky before disappearing into
the darkness. The edge of the storm is now frighteningly close. Its
deafening roar drowns out Ajax’s voice over the radio. I finally
make it out. “How are you doing, boss?”

How do you think I’m doing? I’m about to get skinned
alive by a leviathan made of billions of particles no larger than
the pebbles I used to fill my childhood fish tank.

I grab the railing of the truck bed again just in
time to hear Nathar shout, “Hold on!”

The truck rears hard to the left and races across
the barren ground. The heat from the storm burns every inch of
exposed skin. I try to cover my arms by pulling on the coat, but
it’s no use. The warmth penetrates even my thick boots. If we don’t
make it to camp soon, I’m toast. I grit my teeth and hold on,
dreaming of a cold shower and the soft caress of a woman. For a
moment I can picture Juliana, her silky black hair and dark brown
eyes. But a jolt rocks me back to reality as the tires climb over
the top of several rocks.

The rocks mean we are almost to Camp Salvation,
tucked deep in a valley where a lake used to be. I don’t need to
peek over the cab to know where we are.

I laugh at the irony, coughing into my mask. The
taste of manufactured plastic disgusts me. But what bothers me more
is the fact we are literally minutes away from the base, with the
storm barreling down on us, stalking us like a predator across the
desert. If we don’t make it, if I’m sucked into the cyclone, my
skin ripped from my bones, I’m going to haunt this place. Not just
because of how horrible my luck is, but because I founded Camp
Salvation. And I refuse to die inches away from her safety.

It is not to be. My luck has run out. I have finally
lost the game of Russian roulette. My breathing becomes labored as
the edge of the storm finally devours us. Even the filter can’t
produce enough oxygen to keep my brain functioning. Darkness
consumes me, but I’m not sure if it’s from the storm or lack of
air. Bright stars dance across my vision. The truck trembles and
shakes. I can hear the faint sound of voices over the radio and
feel the heat eating at my skin and clothes.

A dip in the road. Or are we being lifted into the
air? Anger. Confusion. Darkness. Heat.

I close my eyes and drift away.
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“Obi. Wake up, you son of a bitch!”

Silence.

Fire crawling across my legs, my arms, my neck.

“Put it out!” I scream.

I can feel hands holding me down. Strong hands and a
pair of weaker ones. I open my eyes, and there she is. Juliana.

Is this a dream?

“Welcome back,” she says, her
brown eyes locking with mine.

I grit my teeth and try and sit up. Pain shoots down
my back, and I immediately crash back down onto the rocky ground of
the cave.

“Take it easy,” she pleads. I
watch her fingers reach towards me and then feel the refreshing
coolness of a moist cloth on my forehead. “You guys sure know how
to cut things close.”

I nod and listen to Nathar and Ajax chuckle. I can’t
see them, but I know they’re close. I can smell the stink of their
dirt and sweat.

“How close?” I manage to choke
out.

“The storm was on top of us when
we pulled into the cave. Creo barely had time to get the gate
closed before the entire camp got sucked away,” Nathar
replies.

I look for the Spanish refugee and find his aged
face in the corner of the room, looking down at me with empathy.
“And he should have closed it before we got here,” I say, shooting
him a glance before pain races through my body again.

“It was my decision,” Juliana
says, her voice firm.

I smile and catch her gaze. No words need to be
exchanged. She has my gratitude and knows it. She brings a canteen
to my lips.

“Drink,” she orders.

The cold water flows down my throat for a few
seconds before I choke and cough out the precious nectar. Quickly
she wipes the mess from my face and fluffs a dirt-caked pillow
under my head.

“Sleep,” she orders
again.

One word is all she needs to say. I’m the leader of
Squad 19, but if we had a mother she would be it. I listen to her;
I respect her. So I close my eyes and I drift off again, this time
into a safe place, one free of monster storms and death.


-2-

 


 The sky is gray
but calm. Normal. It’s a relief. I glass the horizon with the scope
of my 30/06. Nothing. No life, no signs of life, just barren earth
as far as I can see.

It’s been two days since the storm almost claimed my
life. With every step I gain back strength, but I’m not a young man
anymore and the first degree burns on my legs and arms sting as the
skin stretches. Juliana insists I stay inside the cave and rest,
but I’m a leader—and leaders don’t lay low when things get
dicey.

Besides, radio chatter intercepted from within the
walls of Tisaia leads me to believe the Council of Royal Knights is
planning something. This has me worried. Not for the safety of Camp
Salvation, but for the rest of the TDU hiding in the tunnels
beneath the Capitol City of Lunia and the suburbs of Rohania. I
know Commander Augustus and Governor Felix will do anything to find
our headquarters even if it means sacrificing half of their own
army. We are a disease to them.

To the average citizen, we aren’t the disease. The
system is, and we are the cure to their tyranny. And for immigrants
who are rounded up like livestock and deported into the Wastelands,
we are hope in the face of death. I shudder. How many immigrants
have died under Governor Felix’s watch? How many families have been
torn apart by the Knights, who hunt them like criminals for the
crime of trying to survive in this world?

A warm voice breaks through the gray dawn, and I
feel Juliana’s soft touch on my back. “You know we have sentries
posted around the camp.”

I knew what was coming next.

“You need to be resting so your
body can heal.” I’d listened to her repeat the words over and over
the past two days.

I hesitate, scanning the landscape with my scope one
more time before reluctantly turning to acknowledge her. “Sometimes
a leader needs to see things with his own eyes,” I say, slinging
the rifle onto my back and motioning for her to lead the way back
to the entrance of the cave.

The camp lies just over one hundred miles outside
the steel Tisaian walls, far outside the detection of the Knights.
The Tin Cans don’t venture into the Wastelands unless they have a
damn good reason.

Tin Cans. It’s a nickname Ajax gave the
Knights years ago. But I know better than anyone that they are
nothing like the tin cans my pork and beans come from. Inside
Tisaia, they are protected from head to toe in their bulletproof
gmetal armored suits, and their helmets are equipped with blue
night vision goggles that allow them to fight in the most extreme
conditions. The neon blue glow from a Knight’s goggles is not
something you forget. It’s haunting. I know because I’ve been face
to face with a handful of them. Not many rebels can say that.

We walk in silence, the intermittent draft of a
chilly breeze the only sound. My eyes dart back and forth across
the barren landscape, always scanning for danger. It’s kept me
alive for years now, and I know the second I drop my guard, people
will die. I know because the last time I got soft, we lost two of
our best soldiers.

An intermittent burning from my healing wounds races
up my legs. The physical pain overwhelms my mental pain, preventing
me from going to the dark place where I blame myself for all of the
deaths I haven’t been able to stop. The physical pain is welcome;
it’s much more tolerable than the memories of the fallen men and
women of my squad.

We approach the opening of the ravine where a large,
manmade lake used to be. There are no buildings, walls, fences, or
markings in this camp. Nothing can be seen from the ridgeline. I
know because that is how I discovered the location years ago.

I was trying to evade a patrol of Knights who had
followed me for hours. From afar, the dried-up lakebed looked like
a death trap, and I was trying to navigate around it when part of
the ridge gave way. I woke up in a cave, covered in dust, ash, and
dirt. When the Knights scanned the area for heat signatures, I went
undetected.

Luck.

This place has saved my life twice, but how many
lives do I really have? I know in the new world there is no such
thing as luck. It is simply a matter of choices. Sometimes they
lead to life, and other times they lead to death.

Juliana steers her way down the rocky ridgeline
cautiously, turning every step or so to make sure I’m behind
her.

“I’m fine,” I shout, cracking a
fake smile to appease her.

“You would tell me that even if
you were bleeding out from a mortal gunshot wound.”

I laugh; she’s right. “Let’s hope it never comes to
that.”

“Deal,” she replies.

With one final step, we enter the mouth of the main
cave. An open blast door hides our base from the outside world. The
gate is made of salvaged metal, soldered together. The caves make
the perfect sanctuary, leading deep into the earth. Much like the
tunnels under Tisaia, they lead in multiple directions, like the
entrails of a snake, providing numerous escape routes if the
Knights ever find our location. I remind myself it isn’t a matter
of if—it’s just a matter of when.

The one thing we have on our side is numbers. When
the Knights kill one of us, two more fill our ranks from the
impoverished areas of Rohania. For every father killed, a soldier
is born in his son. For every brother murdered, a sister joins our
cause. And every time the gates open and immigrants are deported
into the Wastelands, we are there to offer them a chance to fight
against the Tisaian State that abandoned them.

An explosion from a generator misfire cuts through
the stale air, sending two guards to the ground for cover. I barely
flinch and continue walking past the embarrassed men, who brush off
their fatigues and return to their posts.

Another sharp pain races down both of my legs as I
begin my journey into the cave’s main chambers. I can feel the
strain on the skin with every stair—the skin stretching, the thin
layer of scabs tearing with each step.

I preempt Juliana’s concerned looks. “I’m fine.”

Smile. Nod. It doesn’t work.

“You should stop and rest.” There
is anger in her voice.

“Okay.” I know better to argue
with her when she’s mad. She is the sweetest woman I have ever met,
but upset her and there is hell to pay. It’s what makes her a hell
of a soldier.

I prop myself against the sharp edge of the rocky
wall and loosen the lid of my canteen, offering her a drink.

“You first,” she says, her brown
eyes bobbing up and down as she nods.

The water is cool and slides down my parched throat
quickly. For a moment the pain subsides, and I continue down the
stairs after Juliana has taken a drink.

We enter the main chamber, which doubles as a
barracks and staging area. All of our briefings occur in this room.
I maneuver through the dozens of metal chairs and tables, nodding
at a few soldiers who are playing cards. The chamber breaks off and
two tunnels lead deeper into the earth. One of them is our escape
route, branching into a dozen other caves. The other path leads to
several chambers that serve as our hospital, barracks, pantry, and
armory. Another blast door separates the tunnel from the main
chamber. The remnants of red paint streaks remind me of the pickup
truck we used to get the salvaged door from Tisaia to the camp, and
of the soldier we lost during the mission.

If I look around too closely, everything reminds me
of someone we lost.

I knock on the door, and a guard cranks it open
manually from the other side. The rusty chain clanks, the sound
echoing off the rock walls of the barracks.

The scent of bleach creeps into my nostrils as we
pass the hospital. I pass the room hastily, trying not to remember
the soldier who died there a week ago after being attacked by a
pack of feral dogs. The image of his guts pouring out of his
stomach is still ingrained in my mind.

The next chamber is for food storage and doubles as
a rain garden. Water trickles down the shiny cave walls and
collects in barrels lining the ground, where sediment and toxins
are filtered. It’s my favorite place in the camp. The dribble of
water is harmonious in a world where I’m used to hearing gunfire
and shouting. I escape here every chance I can, sometimes just for
a few minutes, to gather my thoughts.

I pause at the entrance of the room and watch one of
the workers dip a test tube into the water. From the back, the
worker has the build of the young girl who used to work the
gardens. My eyes scroll to the floor. She was killed in a skirmish
several years ago, and I can’t seem to remember her face. It’s one
of the worst things as a leader, forgetting the faces and names of
those you have lost.

“Who is that?” I ask Juliana in a
whisper, watching the girl’s silky blond hair flow down her back
like the waterfall she’s collecting the sample from.

“Sasa. One of our newest recruits.
Squad 15 found her and a couple of immigrants riding out a dust
storm not more than 20 miles outside the Tisaian Walls. It sounded
like they had been exposed to the elements for several days. She
was the only one who survived.”

The young girl turns, sensing our presence. She has
cool blue eyes, very childlike. And she isn’t much older than one.
She is maybe 14. Her stare is blank, hollow. I’ve seen it before.
It’s the look of loss.

“I’m Commander Obi,” I say,
extending my hand to her.

Her blue eyes quickly dart to the ground, and she
moves back cautiously to the rock wall.

“It’s okay. You are safe
here.”

And like a bomb with a short fuse, her eyes light up
and shoot my way. “I’m not safe anywhere. Nothing anyone does can
change that. The TDU didn’t save my family, and you won’t be able
to protect me.”

“I understand how you feel,
believe it or not.”

“No you don’t!”

I inch forward, not enough to invade her space, but
enough to show her I am in charge. “I lost my parents at a young
age too. So, yes, I do know how you feel.”

The young girl places the tube of water onto a metal
table and slowly walks my way. For a second, I’m not sure what she
is going to do, but I hold my ground, my boots firmly planted in
hard earth. She stops a foot away from me and her eyes drift from
my feet to my shoulders, stopping momentarily on my armor. “Squad
19, TDU,” she reads aloud.

“That’s right. The best the army
has to offer,” Juliana adds from behind me.

The girl ignores her. Those crystal blue eyes are
now on mine, searching for something. Honesty? Strength? I have no
idea what she is examining me for. And then her lips curl back and
the freckles on her small nose begin to move as she talks.

“I want to fight.”

The words take me aback, but I can’t say I’m
surprised.

I feel Juliana’s touch on my shoulder, and I step
aside. I have been demoted. It’s probably a good thing because my
answer would have immediately been no. There is no place in battle
for orphans with a death wish; they just end up getting everyone
else killed. They are the cannon fodder for the Knights—fish food
in a revolution that eats innocence for breakfast and spits it out,
still hungry for more.

“Sasa, I know you want to fight,
dear, and someday you will be able to, but for now we need you here
to help the camp function.”

“You mean to collect water?” she
snarls. “I’d rather be out in the Wastelands than down here in this
dark hole.”

Juliana glances back at me for help. I’m promoted
again.

“We can find you another job.
Something up top when the weather’s good,” I add.

“Teach me how to shoot,” she
responds. Her eyes glow, and for a second the emptiness is
gone.

I hesitate. I don’t make deals with crazy teenagers,
even in wartime, but in this situation I may be forced to. “When
you are old enough, you will learn how to shoot. Everyone is taught
how to fight, but for now we need you to contribute to the group.
It’s the only rule I have for my squad. Give to the group and you
shall receive. We take care of each other here—we watch each
other’s backs.”

Her eyes dart back to the ground as if she is
considering a contract. “I’m old enough now, and…” she pauses and
glances back at the rain garden. “And I will work this job if you
teach me to shoot. When I say you, I mean you, Obi.”

“How old are you?” I
ask.

“Fifteen,” she fires back quickly,
a sense of pride in her voice.

I sigh. Damn. Older than I thought.

“I’m old enough and you know it.
How old were you when you learned how to shoot a gun?”

Shit. She is a smart one and clearly knows how to
manipulate me.

“Fine. When I’m not on missions
and I have time, I’ll teach you to shoot. Okay?”

“Promise?” She smiles.

Really? You’re going to smile at me now? Now I can’t
say no.

 

“Promise.”

I pat Juliana on the back and return to the hallway,
immediately regretting stopping in the first place. There will be
no other stops until we get to the armory. I don’t have time to
teach any other young girls how to kill.
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 Nights are
always the loneliest time in the Wastelands. The darkness has a way
of making me feel like I’m the only person who exists, a single
fish in an ocean of black water. In Tisaia, the Biomass-powered
electricity pumps through the bloated electrical lines like veins
to a heart, illuminating Lunia like a Christmas tree.

“Christmas trees. Hah,” I laugh,
but no one is around to hear me. I can still remember one I had as
a kid. Sasa wouldn’t even know what Christmas is; I doubt she has
ever seen a real tree. Even if she had seen the beautiful gardens
of Lunia before she was deported into the Wastelands, she would
have only seen young trees, nothing with lush branches like the
ones that lined my block as a kid. A damn shame. But most kids
don’t know the beauty of the past anyways. At least they can’t miss
what they never had.

In the distance, a shooting star tears through the
dark clouds and illuminates the sky. For a second I don’t feel so
alone, but the trail of light quickly fades. I stand, brushing the
dirt off my fatigues. My 30/06 is digging into my shoulders and I
unfasten it, deciding it’s time to check out the perimeter. I bring
the scope to my eyes and glass the horizon. The infrared image
yields no sign of life, not a single blip of red.

“See anything?”

I turn, startled, pointing the rifle at the small
silhouette of someone standing a few steps away.

“Identify yourself, pronto!” I
order, digging the butt of the rifle deeper into the spot where it
has rested so many times before.

“It’s just me. Sasa.”

Slowly, I lower the rifle, pointing the barrel away
from the young girl’s head. With the swipe of my index finger, I
risk giving away my position and turn on my night vision goggles.
The glow illuminates her frightened face.

“What the hell are you doing all
the way out here alone?”

“I’m not alone, I’m with
you.”

“So you’re a wise guy
now?”

Her face is lit up like a green night light, and I
can see her blank eyes staring back at me. I forgot her age; no one
under the age of thirty would understand that phrase. “Why did you
come out here to find me?”

She shrugs. “You said when we aren’t busy you’d
teach me to shoot. Last I checked, neither of us had any work to
do.”

“I’m working right now, Sasa. I’m
always working. Trying to keep everyone safe.” I point towards the
Wastelands. “You see that? There are about a thousand different
ways you can die out there.”

She turns but remains silent.

“Do you hear me? Do you think this
is a game?”

“Actually, I don’t see anything
but darkness. I didn’t find you out here. I followed
you.”

And then it all makes sense. Of course she didn’t
find me out here. She had to have followed me because anyone would
be blind as a bat outside without night vision goggles. I grab her
by the arm and squeeze, my grip firm with rage. “You can’t be
following me around, Sasa. This is not a game. This world will kill
you in the blink of an eye.”

She pulls out of my grip and scowls at me. “Maybe I
want to die. Did you ever think of that? My family’s dead, and my
friends are all back in Tisaia. Why would I want to live in some
stupid prison under the sand?”

I’m glad she can’t see me because the look on my
face probably appears even dumber than it feels. I don’t claim to
be much of a leader, and I’m definitely not anything close to a
parent. My own son is back in Tisaia, hidden with a family to
protect his identity. I rub my week’s worth of facial hair and then
scratch my thinning hair. “Sasa,” I say, taking a deep breath.
“Have a seat, will you?”

Reluctantly the girl looks towards the rocky surface
below and sits.

I take to one knee, bracing for the pain as the skin
from my burns stretches and pulls. Grit teeth, breathe, sit. It’s a
process I have down now. I lay the rifle on the ground between us
and stare out into the darkness, avoiding eye contact with my young
stalker.

“You know, I told you my parents
were killed when I was young too. Right?”

“I heard you,” she replies, glancing my way.

“I have never shared the story
with anyone before. Honestly, I don’t even know if you want to hear
it, but we’re out here alone, so you don’t have a choice but to
listen.”

Sasa kicks a rock gently across the ground and
nods.

“It was a few years after the
bombs fell. My entire family survived the Biomass Wars, living in
the tunnels the government designed years before to shield the
population from the gamma rays of a depleting ozone layer and the
heat from climate change. There were so many of us, living like
rats in the tunnel system below Tisaia.” I pause to see if she is
still listening. I’m not used to talking to kids young enough to be
my own, and the words aren’t coming out right.

“Go on,” she says, noticing my
restraint.

“Before the Tisaian government
crawled out of the tunnels and built the great city of Lunia you
know today, we lived in horrid conditions. My dad was a mechanic,
and he was tasked with running the generator that powered a section
of tunnel we were living in with hundreds of other families. One
day he went to work and two men came to our small apartment. They
came for my mom.” I stop again, not knowing if I should give her
the details—not knowing if I want to relive them myself.

“It’s ok, Obi, I’m an adult. Go
ahead.”

I refrain from laughing. An adult. Sure. I’m not
going to argue with her. I remember how I was when I was her
age.

My breathing is becoming labored. There is a reason
I have never shared this story with anyone before. The panic it
creates is worse than any I’ve experienced in battle. But I
continue for her sake. “My dad came home early that day, when the
men were beating and raping my mom. They shot him when he tried to
stop them.”

Sasa gasps. “Where were you?”

“I was only four years old. They
did it right in front of me.” I sniffle and quickly wipe away the
snot that is forming at the end of my nose, hoping she doesn’t
notice. “I may have been too young to do anything then, but six
years later I found both men, and I slit their necks from ear to
ear in their sleep.”

“You were about the same age as my
brother,” she replies, inching closer to me.

“I’m sorry about your brother and
your family. But the reason I tell you this is because you need to
know you aren’t alone. There is hope for you. Look at me—I
recovered.” I chuckle, but she doesn’t even crack a
smile.

“The cave’s a prison. And I told
you, I want to fight.”

“We use the caves for our
protection. I told you that. It could be a lot worse, trust me. We
have food, clean water, plenty for everyone to use, and we are safe
here,” I reply.

“You don’t get it. I want to
fight, like you.”

I sigh. The truth is, I know exactly how she feels.
I guess I should have left out the revenge part of my story. A
noise from somewhere in the darkness pulls me back into the abyss.
I jump to my feet, ignoring the pain, swiping my night vision
goggles off and waiting for the orange glow to fade. Then I glass
the darkness with my infrared scope.

“What is it?” Sasa asks in a
whisper.

“Quiet,” I reply.

The horizon is obsidian black. No signs of life, but
I continue to scan, the crosshairs in my scope crawling across the
barren earth for a target.

And then a howl rips through the silence.

“Shit!”

“What is that?” Sasa asks. I feel
her rub against my back.

“You don’t want to know,” I say,
thinking once again of the soldier who was torn apart by feral dogs
a week ago. I continue to search for the animal or animals but see
nothing, not even a pair of red, glowing eyes. Just darkness. The
howls begin to fade as an intermittent wind drowns them
out.

“Where is it coming from?” Sasa
asks.

I don’t respond because there is nothing to say. The
feral dogs are either really good at evading me or my infrared
scope isn’t working. Either way, it’s a situation I would prefer
not to be in. I raise my wrist mic to my mouth. “Base, this is Obi.
Come in, over.”

Nathar’s voice immediately responds. “Roger, Obi.
Salvation here. Over.”

“Copy that, Salvation. I’m doing a
perimeter check and…” I hesitate, glancing over at Sasa. “Scratch
that, Salvation. Sasa and I are doing a perimeter check and require
assistance. Over.”

A long pause of crackling static breaks over the
radio waves. “Roger, Obi. I will send two sentries to your beacon
location. Over.”

I raise my rifle again, scanning the darkness for
the dogs. No red blips, not even a single spec of life.
Silence.

And then the howls begin again, tearing through the
night. They are closer now, and I can tell it’s a pack. I swipe my
night vision goggles back on. No use trying to be invisible now;
it’s better if I can see Sasa, especially now that I’m convinced
the pack is hunting us.

The ravine is only about half a mile away, but the
path is peppered with boulders and holes where the dogs can hide.
Retreating isn’t the best option. Besides, running would only give
them the chance to take Sasa in the darkness. I decide it’s better
to dig in and wait for backup.

I turn to Sasa, trying to remain calm. “Have you
ever fired a gun?” I ask. Her face is still glowing like a night
light, green and scared. I can see her lip quivering as she bites
it.

“No,” she replies.

Damn. That’s what I thought she would say. My only
spare gun is my .45, and the kick is powerful enough to knock her
on her ass. I’m not lying; the weapon is a cannon and will stop
anything short of a bear dead in its tracks.

Another pair of howls breaks my concentration, and I
scramble for my pistol. I unfasten the clip on the holster and feel
the cold metal in my hand. Reluctantly, I hand the gun to her. The
light from my night vision goggles emits a warm orange glow on the
weapon, and I watch her eyes grow bigger.

“This isn’t a toy. There are only
three things you need to remember,” I say, grabbing her wrist and
squeezing it so she pays attention. “First, pull back this lever,
then aim down this sight, and finally pull this trigger,” I
explain, showing her the three steps.

She grabs the gun cautiously from my hands and
points it into the darkness.

“Shit.” I forgot she is
practically blind, so I hand her the flashlight I have tucked in my
cargo pants. “Use this with your other hand.”

For a second I watch the young girl examine the
pistol before pointing it back into the abyss. The beam from her
flashlight cuts a narrow path in the black, and then I see them. At
least a dozen red eyes staring back at us, not 20 feet away. They
are all snarling with rage, ready for a long awaited meal.

“Get behind me!” I hardly have
time to raise my rifle before they are on us.

The first shot from my rifle sends one of the dogs
tumbling into the darkness.

Crack, crack, crack!

My finger pulls the trigger back instinctively,
sending another three dogs to their graves. The deafening mix of
yelping, growls, and gunshots makes it hard to concentrate. And
there are so many dogs. Circling us now. Ready to lunge.

My heart is pounding in my chest, a steady flow of
adrenaline pumping through my arteries. Within seconds, I have
killed or maimed over half the pack, but there are so many of them.
They are thirsty with rage and hungry for meat.

Another one lunges for Sasa, but I stop it with a
high caliber round to its midsection. The dog yelps as its frail
body is torn in half. I grit my teeth. Two more jump out from the
blackness, and Sasa finally fires the .45. The shots ring in my
ears, temporarily stunning me. I watch both of the rounds explode
into the dirt and force myself to aim my rifle. A quick two
squeezes of the trigger sends dog parts flying into the night.

My breathing is becoming more labored now, and I
think I can hear Sasa crying, frantically firing her pistol into
the darkness. The beam from her flashlight bounces wildly off the
barren ground. My head pounds with
pressure from the gunshots.

“Where is our backup?” I yell.
They should be here by now. Half the damn camp should be here, with
all the gunfire, but I have forgotten how little time has passed
since my call to Nathar. Battle has a way of deceiving a soldier.
Time operates at a different pace in war, when what seems like an
hour has in reality only been a few minutes. Half a mile is a long
distance to travel, especially in the darkness and with a pack full
of gear.

The last three dogs leap out of the black night and
barrel towards Sasa, who is standing a few feet to my left. I fire
off a volley of shots, taking out the first two dogs, but the third
makes it past unharmed. I suck in a breath, close my left eye, and
line the crosshairs up with the dog’s midsection. I’m not going for
a headshot, just something that will take the dog out. No room for
error. The metal trigger feels slick against my finger, but I pull
it, listening to the frightening click of an empty clip.

“SHIT!” I yell, tossing the rifle
to the ground. I’m running before the gun touches the sand. I can
see the dog leap into the air, its teeth aiming for Sasa’s
neck.

She fires her gun at the dog as it comes down on
her. I cringe. She has to be dangerously low on ammo also.

By the time I get to them, it’s too late. The dog is
on her, and she is screaming, frantically trying to get the beast
off her. I tackle the dog, lashing out, snarling now like an
animal. But the dog is already limp, motionless. A warm sticky
substance covers my fingertips, and for the first time in days, I
smile.

“Holy shit. You actually hit the
thing,” I laugh, throwing the dog off me.

Sasa shrugs, swiping a tear from her face and
shining the flashlight on me. “Hard to miss something that big when
it’s in your face,” she replies.

I kneel, and the pain from my burn wounds shoot up
my leg. I ignore it and look her over. It’s hard to tell if she is
hurt; the green glow from my night vision goggles reveals
little.

“Are you ok?”

She tucks the pistol into her belt before running
her hands up and down her body. “Not a scratch,” she says, a smile
extending across her green face.

I let out a long, labored breath and then yell,
“This is why you can’t be outside!”

Her eyes dart to the ground, and her lips purse.
“I’m sorry, I just wanted to learn how to shoot,” she whispers.

Damn. Did I really just yell at an emotionally
damaged teenager who has lost her parents and been attacked by a pack of dogs? Good thinking,
Obi. Very charismatic of you.

“Sasa, I’m sorry. It’s just…” I
pause to search for the right words and watch the two sentries
approach us, their orange goggles burning through the darkness like
another pair of wild animals. “Dangerous,” I finish, putting my
blood-soaked hand on her shoulder. She pulls away, and I know I
have lost her trust.

She retrieves the pistol from her belt and hands it
back to me. “Thanks for teaching me how to shoot,” she says.

Damn. I know I’ll regret what I’m about to say
before the words leave my lips. “Keep it.” And for the second time
her eyes glow to life.

“Are you sure?” she exclaims, the
smile returning to her face.

I grit my teeth and crack a grin. “Yeah, but don’t
make me regret this, Sasa.”

As the soldiers escort us safely back to camp,
something tells me I’ve just made a big mistake.
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 The vehicle
depot reeks of Biomass fuel. It has an unmistakable and pungent
smell. I have no idea what the scientists at Tisaia Corporation
used to create the first batches of the liquid gold before the
Biomass Wars—although I’m told the secret ingredient is hybrid
soybeans. Whatever it is, they must have had no idea it would spark
World War III.

A pair of soldiers salutes me at the entrance of the
garage, and I quickly return the gesture. I still haven’t gotten
used to being the commander of Squad 19 even after years of leading
men and women into battle. War has a way of molding men into
something bigger than themselves for the sake of others whose lives
count on them.

Nathar and Ajax are waiting for me at the pickup
truck. It’s the same Toyota that got us through the storm, speckled
with dents, the paint nearly stripped away from its ancient body.
It reminds me of how badly we need another vehicle. Not only are we
outnumbered by the Knights, but we are also limited by our
equipment and firepower. And if there is one thing I don’t like,
it’s being limited by my equipment.

“How’s she running, Ajax?” I ask,
approaching the truck.

He climbs into the driver seat and twists the key.
“Listen for yourself.” The engine coughs, struggles for air, and
then settles into a steady purr. “Just like new,” he says,
smiling.

New. Except it’s much older than he is. I return the
gesture anyways, cracking my lips and showing a few teeth. “Well
I’ll be damned,” I reply.

As I walk up to the pickup, Nathar jumps into the
bed of the truck and extends his hands towards me. “Let me take
those for you, sir,” he says, nodding towards my gear.

Do I really look that old? Sure, I’ve had a rough
night, but surely I can handle my own equipment. I extend the fake
smile. “I may be old enough to be your dad, but I can still carry
my own weight,” I respond.

“And don’t let anyone tell you
otherwise,” Ajax laughs. He’s holding his chest armor in one hand
and his assault rifle, equipped with double bayonets, in the other.
A tribal tattoo follows the bulging veins on his right arm all the
way to edge of his shirt. The man built a reputation by killing,
securing his legacy amongst his fellow soldiers at a young age. If
he was a Knight, he would surely be guaranteed a statue at the time
of his death. As cliché as it sounds, the name he was given by his
fellow squad mates—Ajax, after the warrior in Homer’s
Iliad—is more fitting than any other name in the entire
TDU.

“You aren’t going to say goodbye?”
a soft voice from behind me asks.

I don’t need to turn around to see Juliana’s glowing
face.

“It’s never a goodbye. Just a ‘see
ya later,’” I respond, turning to see her at the edge of the open
garage door. Behind her the wind is beginning to howl, particles of
red earth swirling about. Our mission is only a short salvage trip.
In and out. We need several vehicle parts and a generator, but as
my eyes lock onto the Wastelands, I’m reminded that I dread each
trip more than the last.

Juliana takes a step towards me, holding out her
hand, and I forget the death that awaits me outside. “I know you’re
busy, but Sasa wanted me to give you this,” she says.

A wave of anxiety rushes over me. A gift? I haven’t
gotten one in years. People don’t give gifts in the new world. When
you save their life, they return the favor. I’m intrigued and
approach Juliana cautiously.

“What is it?”

“She didn’t say. She just told me
to give it to you. To thank you for saving her life last night.
Which is another reason I am here, Obi,” she says sternly, her
sweet voice quickly filling with anger. “What were you doing so far
away from base? I told you to rest.”

I roll my eyes. “Shouldn’t you be asking her what
she was doing outside?”

“I will take that up with her
later, but you aren’t getting off so easily. I don’t care if you
are the commander of this squad. It’s just another reason you need
to take care of yourself. We need you, Obi. I need you…” Her voice
trails off. She knows she’s just left herself vulnerable, and a
strong woman like Juliana doesn’t like to be vulnerable. Her face
changes colors, and her eyes dart to the
ground.

For a second I’m breathless. We have always had a
connection, but neither of us has ever acted on our feelings. She’s
a gorgeous woman and a hell of a soldier, but I don’t want to
complicate the chain of command. I am her superior, and leaders
don’t sleep with their subordinates even in a ragtag army like the
TDU.

“Are you going to take it?” she
finally asks.

I’m still standing there staring at her like an
idiot, and I’ve totally forgotten the necklace in her hand. “Yes,
sorry. I just, started thinking about our mission.”

“The salvage mission?”

My eyes are darting back and forth, and the moment
is now officially awkward. “Yes, the salvage mission,” I explain.
“We have to go through Nuke Valley, and the radiation always
bothers me.”

“Well don’t forget your gas mask
and RAD detector,” she says.

“Never do.” I smile. This time
it’s a real smile, and my lips feel less pressured. “So what is
this?” I ask, taking the necklace from her. The silver chain has a
cross on the end of it, and I immediately recognize the spiritual
symbol from the past. “The Christian cross,” I mutter under my
breath.

“What is that?”

I’m only 15 years older than her, but I forget she
is too young to remember religion. It has been banned in Tisaia for
as long as I can remember. Religion is the State. God is no longer
a being; it is a government.

“It’s a relic from the past.
Something I haven’t seen for a long time.”

“Oh. Well, whatever it is, I think
it means a lot to her, so take good care of it.”

“I will bring it back safe,” I
say. Our eyes lock again. My blood is flowing, but not like it does
in battle, pumped full of adrenaline. It’s a different feeling—a
warm feeling. Should I hug her? No, that would be inappropriate in
front of my men. And I don’t need to turn around to see Ajax and
Nathar’s eyes burning a hole in my back.

“See ya later,” I say. It reminds
me of what I would have sounded like in high school, when I was
more interested in the internet than prom. Now I’m the one
blushing.

“Goodbye,” Juliana
says.

I fasten the cross around my neck, pull the gas mask
over my face, and climb into the pickup. It’s time to face the
Wastelands.
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 Through my
goggles, I can see the eerily opaque images of ruined buildings,
shredded and torn by the fiery blast of the nuke that devoured
them. The horizon is lined with them. It’s hard for most soldiers
to imagine what it was like.

The truck bounces over a rock, and the buildings
disappear from sight. I pull the mask tighter over my face, wiping
a single bead of sweat off my nose. I want to ignore the stumps of
charred trees and pretend the sun-bleached bones jutting out of the
scorched earth are not real but just figments of my imagination. It
would be easier to deny their existence, to just forget that this
old world even existed. I’ve known other soldiers who have done so,
but I can’t. I can’t forget my mom and dad, my friends. And I will
never forget my iPhone or the internet. They are luxuries I still
wish I had to this day.

“Almost there, boss,” Ajax says
over the radio.

I pat the back glass window with a gloved hand to
acknowledge him and return my attention to the barren landscape.
Something about the destruction is oddly beautiful. I don’t know
how to explain it—I don’t even know if I would want to try if
someone asked me. It’s just a feeling I get sometimes when I’m
alone.

The truck rolls to a stop and I jump out, my boots
landing softly on the hard ground. We are in the middle of what
used to be a city. The structures have been completely obliterated,
and if it weren’t for a few foundations of old buildings I wouldn’t
even know it used to exist.

Nathar and Ajax meet me at the edge of the road,
which is mostly covered in dust and dirt. I kick a rock and watch
it disappear in a swirl of ash. “So where is this place?” I ask.
“From the looks of it, nothing survived the blast.”

“Follow me,” Nathar says, his eyes
hidden behind his gas mask. I glance down at my RAD detector. So
far only minimal signs of radiation. The earth is already starting
to heal.

It only takes a few minutes before I see the shape
of a collapsed building, hidden from view earlier by a mountain of
earth that the wind has weathered to a clean slope.

“Just beyond that hill,” Nathar
says, pointing.

“I’ll check it out, boss,” Ajax
grunts. He pulls his orange goggles over his face, wraps his
shemagh scarf tightly around his mouth, and heads into the wind. A
few minutes later he returns, gasping for air. “Holy shit, we hit
the jackpot!”

It’s all I need to hear before I take off running
towards the hill. The wind is starting to pick up, and I can see a
storm cloud brewing in the distance, but a treasure chest full of
mechanical parts is worth the risk.

Over the mound of earth I can see the entrance to a
basement, slightly covered by a few metal signs that I kick to the
side. I enter it with my rifle drawn, cautious but excited. The
stairs lead to a large room full of metal tables, each with piles
of boxes and rusted car parts.

“Well I’ll be damned,” I say,
pausing at the bottom of the stairway. It’s the second time I’ve
said those words today, which means it’s shaping out to be a lot
better than the day before.

“Over here,” Nathar shouts. “This
is where I got the radiator for the truck a few months
back.”

“Why the hell didn’t you tell me
about this place before?” I ask.

“I did. You weren’t
listening.”

I laugh and rest my rifle against one of the metal
tables. The boxes are loaded to the brim with metal parts, some
rusted, and others looking like they are in perfect working
condition.

“How did you find this place?” I
ask, pulling a hose of some sort out of one of the
boxes.

“Actually, I didn’t. Juliana
did.”

I drop the hose back into the box. “When the hell
was she out here? I never authorized that trip.”

Nathar and Ajax both look towards the ground, their
goggles emitting a warm orange glow into the darkness.

“Well?”

“It was when you were meeting with
the other squad leaders in the tunnels under Tisaia,” Ajax
grumbles.

“So I have soldiers leaving base
when I am away?” I yell.

Ajax’s scarf droops and I see his lips begin to
move, but the radio in our earpieces blares to life before he gets
the chance.

“This is Camp Salvation.” Crackle.
“Need assistance….” Crackle, crackle. “Does anyone read?
Over.”

My heart begins to race as soon as I hear the
message. “Salvation, this is Obi. Relay situation. Over.” I wait
for what seems like a minute, the crackle of the radio blaring in
my ears, which are still throbbing from the .45 shots last
night.

“Obi…this is Juliana…we are being
attacked by the Knights. Hurry back! We aren’t going to last
long!”

The fear in her voice—and the fact she is breaking
proper radio etiquette—shocks me into motion. I’m running for the
stairs before her voice fades. It’s my worst nightmare. The Tin
Cans have finally found us.

“Hold on, Juliana, we are on our
way!”
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The ride back to base only takes an hour, but I know
we are too late. We lost radio contact with Juliana moments after
her first message, and I can see a trail of smoke billowing out of
the ravine before we get there. A lump in my throat grows and the
blood in my veins is boiling. I can’t lose Juliana or the others. I
have to protect them.

Nathar slows the pickup as we approach, and I jump
out the back before the truck stops. I’m running towards the
lakebed as fast as my legs will carry me. The pain from my burns
shoots through my nerves like a thousand little knives stabbing me.
I check my clip as I’m running and tear off my gas mask. I need to
be able to see the Tin Cans clearly when I gun them down.

Ajax and Nathar catch me when I get to the edge of
the ravine. We peer down, our weapons drawn. At the bottom of the
lakebed I can see where the smoke is coming from—a destroyed
Scorpion, one of the all-terrain vehicles the Knights use. It’s
nothing more than a dune buggy, seating only four people. It must
be a recon party. For a second I’m relieved. If it was an entire
squad of Tin Cans, none of Squad 19 would stand a chance.

I give both men the green light to engage with a few
flashes from my hands, and we head down the rocky cliff carefully.
I can see our two sentries lying in puddles of red blood as soon as
I get to the bottom. I pass them quickly. Nothing I can do for them
now. I don’t know either of their last
names; both of the young men had only been with me for a few weeks,
but I say a mental prayer for them as I head into the cave.

Ajax takes point, his assault rifle aimed down the
dark tunnel. I pause when we get to the first turn. I can hear
something. I strain my ears to listen; it sounds like crying. And
then whimpers, more of them. I take off running down the hall. Tin
Cans don’t cry. Even if they wanted to, their voices are muffled by
a breathing apparatus, so unless they have removed their helmets,
it’s one of my own people in need of help.

I slow to a trot as the barracks comes into view.
The smell of smoke crawls into my nostrils. A pair of hazard lights
is flashing above, wedged into the rocky ceiling of the tunnel.
They illuminate the dark tunnel with the sporadic flicker of their
scarlet light. We enter the room single file. I take point this
time. Within seconds I see Juliana, holding the body of a young
girl in her arms. Creo stands over them, nodding at us as we
approach. My eyes instantly dart around the room and come to rest
on the bodies of four Tin Cans, sprawled motionless on the rocky
ground.

“How bad?” I ask Creo.

The Spanish refugee returns my gaze for only a split
second, and I know it isn’t good. “They killed everyone. If it
weren’t for Sasa, they would have killed Juliana as well,” he says,
looking down at her.

And then it makes sense. My eyes shift to the
ground. I see my .45. Then I see the young girl in Juliana’s arms.
It’s Sasa. Her eyes are closed, and a small stream of blood drips
from her mouth.

“No. No, no!” I scream, dropping
to my knees next to Juliana. My hands reach for the girl, but I
feel a strong grip on my shoulders.

“We have to get out of here, Obi.
The Knights will be sending reinforcements!” Ajax yells from behind
me. His words repeat over in over in my head, but I’m not
listening. All I can see are the two bloody stains on Sasa’s
uniform. The one she didn’t want to wear—the one I forced her to
wear.

“NO!” I scream again, shaking her
limp body.

Juliana scoots back, watching me in fear. “She’s
gone, Obi. There isn’t anything we can do,” she says softly.

“We have to go, boss!” Ajax yells
again.

I can see Creo and Nathar circling around me,
waiting to pull me from Sasa’s body, but I can’t leave her. The
salty sting of tears races down my wind-burnt face. I grip Sasa’s
lifeless body tighter in my arms. I’ve failed her.

“Grab him,” a voice says, but I’m
no longer listening. I’m holding her tighter and tighter before I’m
dragged away. I fight the hands around my shoulders, and my fingers
scrape the necklace around my neck. Finally I snap out of
it.

“Alright!” I yell. “But we bring
her with us.” Slowly the hands let go of me, and I caress the
necklace. The gift that Sasa gave me for saving her life. I look
over at Juliana—the life Sasa saved in return. Another tear races
down my chin, but I wipe it away, mixing it with blood.

“She saved your life?” I ask
Juliana as we hurry down the tunnel back to the lakebed.

“Yes,” Juliana responds. She stops
in the entrance of the cave and hands me my .45. “A gift for a
gift,” she says, handing me my pistol.

I crack a small smile and wipe another tear from my
cheek as I peer down at my gun. “A life for a life,” I respond
before we take off running for the escape tunnel.
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